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ABSTRACT 
Around Africa there seems to be an increasing disillusion with 'development', seen 
under the rubric of teleological 'progress' , which is touted by post-colonial 
governments as being the cure for Africa's ailments and woes. Numerous authors 
have pointed out that this local disillusion, and the attempt to manage the inequities 
that arise through development and modernity, can be seen to be understood and acted 
upon by local peoples through the idiom of witchcraft beliefs and fears (see Geschiere 
& Fisiy 2001; Geschiere 1997; Nyamnjoh 2001; Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; 
Ashforth 2005) and spirit possession nanatives (see Luig 1999; Gezon 1999), or more 
simply, occult beliefs and praxis (Moore & Sanders 2001). 
The majority of the Mayeyi of Namibia's Eastern Caprivi perceive that 
development is the only way their regiOn and people can survive and succeed in a 
modernising world. At ~he same time there is also a seeming reluctance to move 
towards perceiving witchcraft as a means of accumulation (contra Geschiere 1997). 
This notion of the 'witchcraft of wealth' is emerging, but for the most part witches are 
seen as the enemies of development, while spirit possession narratives speak to the 
desire for development and of the identity of the group vis-a-vis the rest of the world. 
The thesis presented argues that, although modernity orientated analyses enable occult 
belief to be used as a lens through which to 1..mderstand 'modernity's malcontents' 
(Comaroff & Comaroff 1993), they can only go so far in explaining the intricacies of 
witchcraft and spirit possession beliefs themselves. 
The dissertation argues that one should return to the analysis of the 
cosmological underpinnings of witchcraft belief and spirit possession, taken together 
as complementary phenomena, in seeking to understand the domain of the occult. By 
doing so the thesis argues that a more comprehensive anthropological understanding 
is obtained of occult belief and practice, the ways in which the domain of the occult is 
constituted and the ways in which it is a reflection or commentary on a changing 
world. 
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Occult Forces - Lived Identities 
CHAPTER 1 -INTRODUCTION 
"For an anthropologist, the importance of religion lies in its capacity to serve, for 
an individual or for a group, as a source of general, yet distinctive, conceptions 
of the world, the self, and the relations between them, on the one hand - it is a 
model of aspect - and of rooted, no less distinctive "mental" dispositions - it is a 
model for aspect- on the other." (Gee1iz 1973: 123) 
This dissertation considers the range of different phenomena included under the terms 
' spirit possession' and 'witchcraft' among the Mayeyi people of Namibia's Caprivi 
Strip. Rather than reducing the beliefs and actions revolving around these phenomena 
to a reflection of indigenous disenchantment with modernity (Comaroff & Comaroff 
1993), and a means of partaking in global economy (Comaroff & Comaroff 1999), 
this thesis argues that a deeper understanding of the cosmological underpinnings of 
witchcraft belief and spirit possession narratives is required before one can situate 
witchcraft or spirit possession as a reflection of anything, let alone modernity. Unless 
the structure of perception of the local group is understood to some extent, the 
meaning (or meanings) of witchcraft belief and spirit possession cannot be 
successfully intimated. 
The above was brought home to me on a cold night in July 2003 while 
attending a ritual to cleanse a young woman and her child of an evil spirit sent by a 
witch. The traditional healer, an inaka1, in the local ShiYeyi dialect, was dancing in 
the middle of a group of men and women, while the girl possessed by an evil spirit sat 
bare-breasted by the side of steaming hot cast-iron pot of water. After a few moments 
the ifiaka became possessed by spirits and sang in a seemingly different voice of the 
problems that faced the girl. I was told that through the spirits the ifiaka was able to 
1 /Fiaka = sing. , zifiaka = pl. 
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see a patrilineal kinsman who was 'jealous' of the young girl who had a job in Katima 
Mulilo, the main town and administrative centre of the Caprivi region. As the novice 
fieldworker that I was, I tried desperately to ' see' the ritual and its meaning in terms 
of a meta-narrative of modernity where the idiom of witchcraft is a powerful 
commentary upon the inequality felt by those experiencing modernity (a Ia Comaroff 
& Comaroff 1993; 1999; Geschiere 1997). I placed the girl and her affliction in terms 
of her job in Katima Mulilo. Situating her as wage earner in the modem Namibian 
economy, a role which some rural Narnibians insist is a domain for men rather than 
women, would place her as a potential target of witchcraft of jealous kin. This 
analysis would certainly ' fit' the modem meta-narrative (Englund & Leach 2000). 
Still, this didn't seem right. The answer was too simple, too facile. Surely the drama 
enacted before me was more complex. 
So what was happening? Here was also therapeutic agency to rid a young girl 
and her child of a malevolent force that had been sent by another to harm her. Here 
was also spirit possession as the ifiaka and other neophytes became possessed by 
other-worldly spirits who would, it was explained to me, help chase out the evil spirit 
plaguing the female victim. Here was also the maternal kin group, all surrounding the 
young girl, willing her to pass through the ordeal, and re-enter social life as a healed 
individual. Here was perceived malevolent action by a paternal kin-member. To me it 
seemed as if this was about the group, as well as the individual. However, I could not 
understand the symbols, the pattern of the ritual, or even what the broader context was 
about. Historicising (which I have done in Chapter Two) ritual action, as the 
Comaroffs (1993 :xvi) urge the anthropologist studying the occult to do, only goes so 
far in bringing meaning to the action I was watching. 
So where does one then turn, if one is to find meaning in ritual concerning 
witchcraft and the occult? I argue in this dissertation that the analyst must go back to 
the study of local cosmologies in order to understand the symbolism and meanings2 
provided for the participants that through occult discourse, performance, and 
naiTatives, being episodes recounted by actors themselves. Through my fieldwork 
experience, I discerned a tendency for the local people, the Mayeyi people of 
Namibia's Caprivi Strip, to perceive the world in a series of dualistic contrasts. Thus, 
a structural analysis of the relationship between cosmological categories and dualisms 
2 plural- for rituals revolving around the occult are meaning rich (Niehaus 2005:206). 
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of the Mayeyi emerged inductively from the ethnographic encounter. Although still 
being firmly rooted in modernity, the rituals, narratives and beliefs about the occult 
were not necessarily only about modernity (Sanders 2003:338). Rituals and narratives 
of the occult speak of group identity and boundaries, as well as about logical and 
moral ways of making sense of the world, rather than solely of the localised reception 
and critique of 'modernity'. Here the manner in which the Mayeyi make sense of the 
world is in terms of a largely shared cosmology. 
1.1 The meta-narrative of modernity. 
The current emphasis in the anthropological study of witchcraft and other occult 
phenomena is that of modernity. Here, the witchcraft discourse is seen as being a 
vehicle through which African people can better understand, or at least make sense, of 
the incomprehensible effects of modernity in their daily lives (Mavhungu 2002:69). 
Witches, and people's beliefs about witchcraft, are seen to provide "modernizing 
meta-narratives on the project of modernity" (Sanders 2003:338). Here, I take meta-
narrative to be a set of organising assumptions of which only some may be made clear 
in the anthropological narrative (Englund & Leach 2000:226). Although the 
anthropological narrative is an etic theoretical account, it is by no means 
unrecognisable to the indigene. For the anthropologists following the meta-narrative 
of modernity, occult belief is an attempt to make sense of and understand rapid social 
change, as well as a means to control that change. 
For many people in the Western world there is a belief that the non-western 
world is trying desperately to westernize, to become more like the developed world 
(Comaroff & Comaroff 1993 :xii). 'Development' , that western ideology of progress, 
has been unquestioningly exported to Africa, insensitive to new perspectives that 
question conventional, western, wisdom (Nyamnjoh 2001 :28). In a way it has worked, 
since the cry for material 'modem things' is heard throughout the continent, as people 
in urban and rural areas alike strive to obtain commodities, as well as services (health 
and education) that they feel are, or should be, synonymous with modernity. 
However, as Africa slowly became independent from its colonizers, rather than taste 
the fruits of modernity and development, most people became poorer. A key feature is 
that for many people, modernity has been experienced as a lack (Moore & Sanders 
2001 :16). A lack of health, a lack of security, a lack of commodities and even a lack 
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of identity in what is seen to be a homogenising world (see Friedman 1994). For some 
modernity has even been experienced more as a loss, than as a lack (see Ferguson 
1999). Of course, not everyone became poorer. The weak have watched in confusion, 
envy and puzzlement as certain Africans became increasingly, almost magically 
wealthier. 
James Ferguson (1999) critiques the v1ew (he calls it 'mythology') of 
modernisation whereby progress was seen as a teleological process through which the 
Third World would become 'developed'. Indeed, many of my informants still hang on 
to the perception that the Caprivi will be 'developed' and become "like South Africa". 
Around the world the disenchantment with the failed promises of development and 
modernity is now interpreted by academics as local critiques of global modernities 
(Comaroff & Comaroff 1993). However, the common conception of forces of global 
modernity as being hugely powerful and all-encompassing, creating the meta-
narrative of a global modernity, has a tendency to obscure the complexity of local 
reception of global forces and ideas (Eves 2000:454 ). So Englund and Leach (2000) 
raise their concern that by focusing on the meta-narrative of modernity, other ways of 
knowing and understanding, both ernie and etic, are made redundant. 
There seems to be no end to the range of ways in which people on the African 
continent have received, appropriated, or rejected consumer goods and material 
objects of a modem existence, often equated with the west. Thus "cattle without legs" 
(Comaroff & Comaroff 1990:210) and mediums wearing animal skins and rejecting 
western commodities (Lan 1985) are seen as examples of adoption and rejection of 
consumer goods in the moral and social economies of local peoples (Masquelier 
1995:883). 
Here I agree with Harri Englund and James Leach who suggest that the 
"current meta-narrative of modernity organises ethnography and, with its specific 
emphasis on ruptures, obstructs the production of anthropological knowledge" 
(2000:225). Meta-narratives organise ethnography in a certain way which is meant to 
facilitate understanding on one level, but obstructs knowledge and understanding on 
another. The problem is that modernity as a meta-narrative is too simplistic. For a 
start, who decides what is modem? Modernity is supposedly premised upon ruptures 
in the global flow of ideas, commodities and people. What is different then with the 
Comaroffs' approach to that of the structural-functionalists who also concentrated on 
the idea of rupture in society? I would argue that something else is needed to make 
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sense of modernity, to a world that is seen as qualitatively different to that of the 
world thirty years ago. I therefore suggest synthesis of theories, drawing from earlier 
approaches to the study of cosmology. Through a synthesis of theoretical approaches 
one may be able to further the anthropological knowledge of occult belief, as well as 
the understanding of the modern world. 
1.2 'Occult Forces': 'Witchcraft', 'Sorcery', 'Spirits' and other terminology in 
the text. 
In the study of any new or im1ovative religious forms, it is important to realise that 
there will always be disagreement over the terms employed to characterise or explain 
groups, people and phenomena (Beckford 1987:390). What is linguistically 
fashionable, or conceptually appropriate, today may be politically incorrect tomorrow. 
Since disagreement over tenninology is rife, when considering witchcraft, and other 
supernatural phenomena, it would do well to remember that the "empirical diversity 
of these phenomena defies the selection of any single, all-purpose word" (ibid:390). 
Although I am not necessarily wedded to any terrn!s in particular, there are reasons 
why I choose to use certain terms in place of others to describe the religious activities 
and beliefs of the Mayeyi people. 
A few of the terms that I use in this thesis need to be elaborated somewhat. 
Here, I take "supernatural" to refer to force/s, manifestations or events that are beyond 
western scientific understanding or the laws of nature (Concise Oxford English 
Dictionary 2006:1447). Along with James Brain (1985:372), I agree that T.O. 
Beidelman (1971:131-132) has given the most useful definitions to some ofthe terms 
that are used in the literature on the occult. 'Magic', Beidelman describes as: "the 
manipulation of persons and things through the use of objects, words and acts thought 
to give one access to supernatural powers for either good or evil purposes"; 'Sorcery' 
as: "the supematw-al power to cause another person or that persons possessions ham1 
through the use of various substances or acts. The efficacy of sorcery depends upon 
the nature of the acts performed rather than upon the moral character of the 
practitioner"; and lastly 'Witchcraft' as: "the power to exert supernatural harm upon 
another person or his possessions, that power depending upon inherent evil qualities 
in the evil person (witch) himself/herself." These tern1s are not without their own 
semantic problems though, as will be shown below. 
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During research in Diyeyi, meaning 'land of the Yeyi', the area of land that 
the Mayeyi live in, I came to the realisation that local perceptions of witchcraft and 
spirit possession are intricately interwoven. It is often through spirit possession that 
diviner-healers are able to diagnose and combat witchcraft attacks. Indeed, the 
diagnosis and healing of malevolent witchcraft attacks is one of the primary 
specialisations of traditional healers in Diyeyi. Rituals revolving around the exorcism 
of malicious demons sent by witches were also roughly similar in content and 
structure to rituals directed at the acquiescence of individuals to spirit possession. 
They also required the same actors. An outside observer attending both exorcism and 
spirit incorporation rituals would need to be told which was which due to their 
similarities. There is no way in which one can justifiably consider witchcraft in 
Diyeyi without also considering spirit possession, and vice versa. The ethnographer 
cannot understand witchcraft and its symbols in the context of the Mayeyi people 
without taking into account spirit possession and its symbols, and vice versa. 
Although it is possible to separate the two, to do so of one (e.g. witchcraft), would 
cripple the ethnographic understanding of the other (e.g. spirit possession). Certainly 
the two phenomena could be seen as discrete by the analyst, but the symbols involved 
in both are mutually constitutive phenomena. Thus, separating the two phenomena in 
terms of what they do for the actors would entail a loss of understanding on the part of 
the ethnographer. 
The other important reason for considering both in answering questions that I 
pose through this thesis is that both are rich in ritual. Ritual, Clifford Geertz (1973) 
reminds us, addresses issues of internal conflicts, but also of external threats which 
threaten to destabilise social values as well as social cohesion. As such, many of the 
rituals I observed regarding witchcraft and spirit possession addressed similar 
perceived threats, either to the individual or to the group. Both of these forms of ritual 
also utilised many of the same symbols, suggesting once again a perceived connection 
between the two in the minds of the actors. 
After much deliberation I have chosen to use the terms ' occult forces3' and the 
'occult world' as the best in terms of which to encompass and describe notions of 
power, that are beyond the normal senses and control of humans, concerning 
3 From the Latin Occultus, secret, hidden from the understanding, hidden, concealed. A past participle 
of Occulere, to cover up, hide, conceal. Occult: Supernatural or magical powers, practices, or 
phenomena (The Concise Oxford English Dictionary 2004:988). 
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witchcraft, spirit possession and other supernatural phenomena. For the Mayeyi, the 
occult is considered powerful, both in a spiritual sense and in the sense of manifest 
powers. Crick ( 1970) and Pels ( 1998) have both pointed out the negative associations 
that are linked to the term 'witchcraft', with western readers associating the term with 
European notions of 'witches'. Moreover, there the term portrays ':"itch craft as 
something backward and irrational (Pels 1998; Moore & Sanders 2001:5). Along with 
Peter Geschiere (1997: 13) who warns that the terms 'witchcraft' and 'sorcery' 
encompass a far wider range of meanings in Africa than in Europe, Kate Crehan 
(1997: 191) similarly argues that although African peoples will use the English terms 
'witch', 'bewitch' , and 'witchcraft', the connotations that are associated with these 
terms are very different to the connotations in Europe. For a start the English term 
'witchcraft' is often used indigenously to describe mystical power that can be used for 
good or evil purposes (as in Geschiere 1997). Geschiere (1997:14) therefore suggests 
the use of the te1m ' occult forces', which leaves the question open as to the nature of 
those forces; be they for evil or good. 
Sanders and Moore (2001) devote some time to elaborating the interpretational 
problems of certain terms, where most terms such as 'witchcraft' or ' supernatural' 
have negative interpretations, or are considered 'imaginary' by western readers. They 
also advocate Geschiere's (1997) use of the more neutral term ' occult forces' for 
phenomena related to witchcraft, spirit possession and other supernatural forces that 
are a lived reality for the people who believe in them. To choose the term 'witchcraft', 
to cover all aspects of the occult in Diyeyi, would be too limiting in the discussion of 
occult forces and their influence on Mayeyi identity, especially as both witchcraft and 
spirit possession are important to the Mayeyi people. Along with these two 
phenomena is the sorcery that the Mayeyi recognise cultural 'others' are capable of. 
Here I must also add that Christian missionaries have introduced the Christian God 
and angels as also being a part of the occult world. I have therefore chosen to use the 
term 'occult forces ' for the sake of continuity with the more recent literature on the 
topic. Although, it serves well to remind the reader that the term 'occult forces' is 
certainly not new, as Gluckman refers to "belief in occult forces" in his Marett 
lectures in 1964 and 1965 (Gluckman 1972:2). I will, however, continue to refer to 
'witchcraft' when the literature I am citing uses it, or when referring to malevolent 
magic performed by those with an inherent ability to cast magic. 'Occult forces' is a 
useful term to encompass the broad gamut of perceived supernatural phenomena. 
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Early anthropological work spent a great deal of energy on the difference 
between what it saw as witchcraft and sorcery. Based on Evans-Pritchard's (1937) 
writings, anthropology perceived witchcraft as the inherent ability to cause misfortune 
on others through mystical means. Sorcery on the other band, was the manipulation of 
supernaturally endowed objects so as to cast magic against others. Whereas witchcraft 
was seen as an innate and possibly unconscious power, sorcery was seen as a 
conscious activity. Evans-Pritchard emphasized that the 17th century European 
conception of 'witchcraft' is vastly different to the kind of ' witchcraft' found amongst 
the Azande that he studied (1937:64). Yet the connection seems to have remained in 
the mind of the reader, no less due to the fact that the same label has been applied to 
both early European and African conceptualisations of 'witchcraft' (Crick 1976: 112). 
Even when considering the European concept of witchcraft, the term 'witchcraft' is 
too vague, susceptible to too many variations in meaning (Stephens 2002: 125). 
Quite a few writers have chastised Evans-Pritchard for generalising all 
witchcraft and sorcery, i.e. one as innate and the other as consciously exercised, based 
on his work among the Azande (see e.g. Geschiere & Nyamnjoh 1999). Of course a 
closer reading would see Evans-Pritchard's own warning not to use his model as a 
basis for all African occult conceptions. Here, I urge the reader to bear in mind that 
when 'witchcraft' is used in this text, it refers to what the local community perceive as 
malicious attacks by someone who is perceived as being a witch. As with numerous 
groups along the Zambezi River, the Mayeyi conceive of the witch as an individual 
who has murdered a kin member and eaten their raw flesh (see Wilson 1951; Turner 
1957: 151-152; Reynolds 1963; Crehan 1997; Colson 2000). Through the 
consumption of the raw flesh the individual is believed to take on inherent powers of 
witchcraft which they are able to control so as to harm others. More detail will be 
given concerning witchcraft in Chapter Six, where I also discuss various forms of 
witchcraft activity. 
When considering spirit possession cults - and I follow Vincent Crapanzano' s 
(1977:7) view of 'spirit possession' as being "any altered state of consciousness 
indigenously interpreted in terms of the influence of an alien [to the group t spirit" -
the term 'cult' is also seen as problematic. Too often, the word conjures images of 
' cargo cults' , millenarian movements that arise as a response to invasion by or contact 
4 Clarification added. 
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with the West (Luhrmann 1997:94). The definition, as found in the 2006 Concise 
Oxford English Dictionary, is that a 'cult' is "is a system of religious devotion 
directed towards a particular figure or object" (COED 2006:349). However, the social 
sciences have continued to debate over the terms: cult, sect and new religions. The 
definitions between the various terms tend to overlap and are at best, vague in their 
exclusivity. One writer may use the term ' cult' where another would prefer the term 
' sect' (Beckford 1987:390). I therefore have decided to adopt the term 'cult' as a 
workable term to describe the religious movements and activities that revolve around 
different spirit entities and have various attendant rituals. Despite the predominance of 
these spirit cults in the area that I did research in, I will consider the Christian religion 
as the main-stream religion within the Caprivi, of which there are numerous 
denominations including Catholic, Dutch-Reformed, Seventh Day Adventist, 
Apostolic and Methodist churches. This further reinforces the use of the term ' cult' 
for the spirit cults, as 'cults' can also be considered as "groups that follow an 
unorthodox religion, or are centered on a single person or principle (being the spirits), 
often associated with curing or salvation" (Luhrmann 1997:92). 
1.2.1 Witchcraft in Africa: a brief history of the anthropological gaze 
Since the inception of anthropology as a discipline, much has been written on the 
topic of various forms of 'occult forces' . These include both positive and negative 
extrasensory forces that are believed to impinge on people' s lives, be they witchcraft 
and/or sorcery (usually negative), the ancestors (usually positive) and spirit possession 
(ambiguous). Many theories over the years have sought to provide a rational 
explanation for belief in these forces, contrasting this to the widely held western 
perception that belief in the occult is a sign of backwardness. Evans-Pritchard (1937) 
fired the anthropological imagination with his text, Witchcraft, oracles and magic 
among the Azande, which sought to explain the rational basis of Azande belief in 
witchcraft. Evans-Pritchard argued that the witchcraft cosmology made sense if the 
premises on which it was based could be understood. For him, witchcraft made sense 
to the people who believed in it because it explained the inexplicable. For the Azande 
of the Sudan, witchcraft was a means to understand the metaphysical; the 'why' 
instead of just the positivist 'how' (Evans-Pritchard 1937). 
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Along with the rational argument, Evans-Pritchard also examined how belief 
in witchcraft served to maintain the moral code by encouraging people to avoid 
inciting witchcraft accusations against themselves through socially acceptable and 
approved behaviour towards their neighbours (Evans-Pritchard 1935). In this way the 
phenomenon of witchcraft served a functional role in maintaining the integrity of the 
moral underpinning of society. Beliefs in witchcraft had a normative effect on 
behaviour where moral system and social codes were supported by the sanction that 
was placed upon witches (Douglas 1970:xvii). Normative behaviour was seen to be 
demonstrated through the witchcraft paradigm where individuals who were seen to be 
"rude, mean or snatching", raised suspicions of witchcraft (ibid:xviii) . 
The next sustained academic attention that was given to the study of witchcraft 
was that of the 'Manchester School of Anthropology' in the 1950s and 60s, by the 
likes ofMax Gluckman (1956), Clyde Mitchell (1956), Victor Turner (1957) and Max 
Marwick (1964, 1965). Using a conflict focused adaptation of the framework of 
stmctural-functionalism, the Manchester School of Anthropology with it fieldworkers 
based at the Rhodes Livingstone Institute (RLI) in then Northern Rhodesia, continued 
the study of witchcraft, trying to locate it in a rapidly changing world and highlighting 
the social dynamics of witchcraft accusations (Sanders and Moore 2001:7). Here, 
witchcraft accusations and beliefs were seen as a ' social strain gauge of society', 
highlighting existing social tensions within communities (Marwick 1964). The 
tensions expressed through witchcraft accusations were mapped onto the kinship 
structure and the attendant lineage conflicts (see Turner 1957). For people who 
believed in occult forces, it was felt that witchcraft was a means by which the 
hierarchy, as well as the group boundaries in society could be maintained (Lewis 
1970; Douglas 1996[1970]:Chap 7). 
Witches were seen by the people that the structural-functionalists studied to 
attack those with whom they had quarrelled. The man or woman who kept up good 
relations with his or neighbours or kin had little to fear in terms of being bewitched by 
others (Wilson 1970[1951 ]). The view that was held stressed the levelling aspects of 
witchcraft, maintaining that no one in the society became conspicuously wealthier 
than those around them. Should someone become conspicuously more affluent than 
their neighbours it was taken as sign that they were not contributing sufficiently to the 
welfare of their neighbours and kin. Again, witches were believed to attack those who 
were stingy with food (ibid), thus the witchcraft belief served to maintain good 
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relations between kin and neighbours. Monica Wilson' s comparative paper of 
witchcraft beliefs amongst the South African Pando and Tanzania's5 Nyakyusa, 
concludes that, "witch beliefs are the standardized nightmare of a group" 
(1970[1951]:313). This nightmare was thought to inform notions of evil, and its 
opposite, good conduct. 
Philip Mayer (1970[1954]), made the observation that witches were thought to 
operate purely from envy, malice or spite, rather than in the pursuit of any material 
gain as such (ibid:47) . This is in stark contrast to the modem accounts of witchcraft 
where material gain seems to be the reason many witches are thought to harm their 
fellows. He also points out that the witchcraft accusation is an idiom in which an 
individual can accuse another without losing face. "The witch idea is a device that 
enables people to dress up their animosities in an actionable guise - in the guise of an 
offence conunitted against themselves". (ibid:56). 
Following on from Evans-Pritchard, the scholars of the 1950s and 1960s saw 
their subjects as identifying witches as being the poor, and downtrodden; people 
accused by their neighbours and kin of feeling resentful towards others' prosperity 
(Colson 2000:336). At the individual level the accusation of witchcraft is a denial of 
the common bonds of reciprocity (Douglas 1970:xxv). The patron-client relationship 
that is ubiquitous in Africa is also denied, such that the prosperous feel no financial 
obligation to their poorer kin (see Smith 2001). 
The structural-functionalist school has been criticised for its micro-
contextualisation and for ignoring the broader processes that influence cultural 
groups. In this vein the Comaroffs accused the structural-functionalists and symbolic 
anthropologists of "fetishizing ritual" (1993:xv). In more recent years, scholars have 
looked more explicitly at witchcraft and other ideas of the occult within the broader 
notion of modernity, hoping to address issues of change in society. Of course, this is 
not a new idea, especially as Marwick, one of the anthropologists accused of seeing 
witchcraft through the microcosm of village life rather than as part of a larger context, 
stated that: 
Wherever modem changes have brought about situations for which there are no 
indigenous precedents, and problems of tribal rules of thumb can offer no 
5 Then Tanganyika 
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solution, these tensions arise and are often expressed in terms of witchcraft 
(Marwick 1958:112). 
This is a statement that is certainly not far off from the current modernity related 
analyses of witchcraft. Trevor Roper (1970[1967]:121), writing on the European 
witch-craze argues that witch scare was seen as a "new explosive force, constantly 
and fearfully expanding with the course of time". The witchcraft craze was a product 
of a relatively sudden social change in the world marked by the move away from the 
feudal system. New channels of information sharing opened across countries and 
intellectual knowledge spread through Europe (ibid). If the witchcraft of Europe was 
about flows and rupture, it is not all that dissimilar to the perceived witchcraft fears in 
Africa in a period which is once again marked by rapid social change and flows of 
ideas and goods. However, for the theory of the 1950s and 1960s, where witchcraft 
was perceived as dangerous in Europe, the same beliefs in Africa were made tame, 
"serving a useful function, and were not expected to run amuck" (Douglas 1970:xiii). 
But, the perception among many people, as well as some anthropologists (Comaroff 
& Comaroff 1993), is that witchcraft has seemingly run amuck now. 
Large bodies of literature suggest that notions of witchcraft and other occult 
practices are concerned with peoples' ideas of production, exchange and consumption 
(Sanders & Moore 2001: 15): the idea being that the accumulation through nefarious 
means by the witch, or an individual using occult forces (Parish 2001) can be likened 
to the accumulating practices of the global market place and the inability to 
comprehend it. Thus scholars have shown how the occult is seen as being influenced 
by and influencing the experience of the postcolonial situation, where occult forces 
become diagnostic of 'modernity and its malcontents' , and of fears both in and of the 
market place (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; 1999; Geschiere & Fisiy 1994 ). In South 
Africa, studies of violence and witchcraft provide a commentary on overarching 
national hegemonies and the ensuing resistance against these hegemonies (Niehaus 
2001). Veronica Faure suggests that in situations where violence has occurred in the 
'New South Africa', witchcraft murders have moved away from a context of cultural 
specificity to a more pragmatic dimension, one that is meant to adapt to the new 
economic and material concerns of modernity and the anxiety they produce (Faure 
2003:148). A space is left open though with the manner in which a community' s 
perception of occult forces can inform as well as be reflective of identity vis-a-vis the 
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rest of the world. 
1.2.2 Witchcraft on the rise, or a theoretical stumble? 
Along with the above description of anthropological writing on witchcraft it becomes 
apparent that there is a perception among scholars that witchcraft in its various forms 
together with other 'occult economies', (Comaroff & Comaroff 1999) is on the rise, 
rather than decline, across sub-Saharan of Africa (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; 
Geschiere 1997; Colson 2000; Sanders 2001; Niehaus 2001). In their highly 
influential book, Modernity and its Malcontents (1993), the Comaroffs stress that the 
perceived rise in occult activity in Africa is an indication of the increasing frustration 
and disenchantment with modernity that indigenous people have. In a later paper the 
Comaroffs argue that in the post-apartheid situation there has been a conspicuous 
growth in inequality within the African population of South Africa (1999), linking this 
to what they interpret as a local belief in the rise in witchcraft activity. Conspicuous 
consumption by few is noted by the many that live in squalor. In this context, 'occult 
economies' are said to emerge, where individuals are thought to use magical means to 
accumulate wealth for themselves at the expense of the neighbours and kin (ibid; 
Austen 1993). However, on whose terms are we to agree that there is a rise in 
perceived witchcraft activity. There are in fact very few actual records of witchcraft 
activity pre and post the 'modern condition'. The records that exist are cited 
incessantly as being standing for all of Africa, when in fact they should only be seen 
contextually. This is a point which I raise to indicate that witchcraft is not new to the 
African continent. 
If we are to accept that there is a perceived rise in occult activity, is the 
perceived rise really due to an increasing disenchantment with 'modernity', that 
wonderful catch-all phrase for the contemporary world, or rather, anything new? 
Certainly, witchcraft discourse lends itself to the local explanation and understanding 
of misfortune. This is something that has been accepted by anthropologists since 
Evans-Pritchard's writing about witchcraft amongst the Azande. I would argue though 
that the local Y eyi perception of witchcraft is invariably that it is worse and on the 
increase now in relation to the past. Pamela Stewart and Andrew Strathern (2004:94) 
similarly comment that witchcraft will always be perceived as increasing. Consider 
Audrey Richards (1935) who clearly states that, 
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Economic and social changes have so shattered tribal institutions and moral 
codes that the result of white contact is in many cases an actual increase in the 
dread of witchcraft, and therefore in the whole incidence of magic throughout the 
group (1935:458). 
For the Mayeyi I would suggest that the concept of 'modernity' is broadly interpreted 
as being synonymous with 'development'. Along this line I was constantly told that 
witches were against 'development'. Like 'modernity' , 'development' has very 
complex and ambiguous power dynamics that people in rural village settlement type 
environments react to in different ways. 
In South Africa it would seem that the records of witchcraft related killings 
reached a peak in the 1990s, just prior to the end of the National Party led apartheid 
era in South Africa (Ralushai 2003; Niehaus 2001). The official investigation into 
witchcraft related killings in the Northern Province documents 389 killings between 
1985 and 1995 (Ralushai et al 1996). This is in stark contrast to relative sparsity in the 
records of killings of witches in the same area prior to the 1980s (Niehaus 2001:1 ). 
Are the records accurate though? The Witchcraft Suppression Act of 1957 meant that 
no person could publicly accuse another of witchcraft. The Act was brought into 
(then) South West African law, and my informants explained how people would be 
afraid to inform the authorities of witches as they, the accusers, would be punished 
rather than the witch. I suggest that, rather than witchcraft being on the rise, the way 
in which it is dealt with has become more severe as a result of an increasing sense of 
urgency and impotence in the face of rapid social change. Change occurs continually. 
What is different now is a considerably more rapid sense of change that destabilises 
ways of knowing the world and means to operate in it. As such, whenever a 
community is faced by change that threatens to tear it apart, witchcraft accusations 
and fears, which are already a part of the cosmology, will become more serious6. 
Another possibility for the perceived increase in witchcraft is that mission teaching 
has allied the witch with the Devil, eternal damnation and the reality of the powers of 
6 Elizabeth Colson, who has managed to do a substantial amount of research amongst one group of 
people, the Gwembe Tonga, notes that suspicions of witchcraft amongst the Gwembe Tonga reached a 
high point during the economic distress of 1980-82 (Colson 2000:334). Since then, with economic 
stress and pressure, suspicion of witchcraft among kin and neighbours has become "endemic" 
(ibid:334). 
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evil (Colson 2000:335). Where misfortune in the past was attributed to neglected 
ancestral spirits, it is now largely the responsibility of malicious others who are, 
thanks to mission teaching, aligned with the Devil. Here again we find that the 
modernist argument for witchcraft as an understanding of misfortune falters. Where in 
this paradigm is there space for misfortune caused by spirits, for this is certainly an 
important aspect in much of Africa? The perceived increase, whether it is real or not, 
of harmful occult activities is not the scope of this particular thesis. Rather this thesis 
looks in a small way at why the narratives of witchcraft and other occult phenomena 
persist. 
Witchcraft is nothing new to the African context. As long as there has been 
disparity between the powerful and the powerless, or the rich and the poor, there has 
been a market for occult power (Sanders 2001: 162). Yes, witchcraft discourse and 
narratives do speak volumes of the current understanding of the world and its 
troubles. It is quite possible to consider Mayeyi perceptions of witchcraft as a 
commentary of modemity, much as many recent authors have done (see Geschiere 
1997, Comaroff & Comaroff 1993). In fact, it would be quite fruitful to do so, and 
such an analysis could easily be applied to the ethnography presented in this 
dissertation. The point is not that the 'malcontents of modernity' thesis is wrong, but 
that it is only one aspect of a meaning rich discourse in the occult. To assume that 
witchcraft has repositioned itself (as if it had its own agency) as solely a response to 
modernity is to forget that witchcraft was also a significant force in pre-colonial 
societies (Eves 2000:454). The question is, is the paradigm of witchcraft doing the 
same thing as it did in the past, i.e. enabling people to deal with disparities and 
inequality which now seems to come with a different set of axes, or is witchcraft 
about something qualitatively different to what it was in pre-colonial times (even 
colonial in some to some extent)? The modernist perspective would hold that 
witchcraft is about something that is qualitatively different. However beliefs in 
witchcraft and the occult did not appear from a vacuum. They were already formed to 
face new situations. Thus I would argue that the witchcraft paradigm is still doing 
much the same thing that it was doing fifty, or even a hundred, years ago. 
Part of the problem with the cun·ent turn in witchcraft studies is that the 
arguments for witchcraft as a reflection of disenchantment, and a means to harness 
and exploit modernity's disparity and inequality, are all premised on the argument that 
witchcraft is a response, or a reaction, to different situations. Although the modernity 
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texts stress their relativist position, by seeing witchcraft discourse as a type 'knee-
jerk' reaction to the consequences of modernity, they still situate the believers in a 
witchcraft paradigm of being irrational and superstitious. Apart from Evans-Pritchard 
(1937) there are very few rational arguments for witchcraft belief that see witchcraft 
as something of an independent phenomenon. This is a concerning gap, for if we are 
to see the world as our informants do, then by necessity we must also consider that 
witchcraft is not a reaction to something, but something in its own right. The social 
conflict school of thought argued that witchcraft became the lens through which social 
tension could be more easily seen or identified, highlighting the social 'cracks' 
(Marwick 1964; Nadel1970; Colson 2000), again seeing witchcraft as a consequence. 
Isak Niehaus points out though, that for his informants on the South African Lowveld, 
witchcraft attacks and accusations are not evidence of social tensions, they are both 
the cause and the evidence of social tensions (1997:257). 
As Isak Niehaus has argued, though, there is a saturation of meaning to 
occult belief (2005 :206). Nanowly defining occult belief in terms of a response to 
modernity seriously weakens the cognitive strength of occult belief, for I argue that 
spirits and witches are good to think with. They therefore become an idiom for more 
than just issues relating to modernity. As Todd Sanders suggests, "African witchcraft 
may well be part of modernity, but by no means needs to be about modernity" 
(2003:338). For this reason I agree with Jens Anderson that "A continued emphasis on 
the 'modernity of witchcraft' may only distract us from understanding the social 
situation in which witchcraft emerges" (2002:447). 
1.3 Spirit possession and modern identity 
As mentioned above, spirit possessiOn and witchcraft discourses are intricately 
intertwined in Diyeyi. The ritual mentioned at the opening of this chapter highlighted 
that spirit possession was taking place at the same time that the effects of witchcraft 
were being fought. The means that combating witchcraft is very often done through 
the possession of a healer-diviner, the ifzaka. Out of necessity, then, one should 
consider both spirit possession and witchcraft together in order to grapple with the 
multiplicity of meaning that is in ritual. This is not to assume that spirit possession 
does not occur without the presence of witchcraft. When it does, though, we should be 
aware of the links and not assume their exclusivity. 
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Early literature on spirit possession tended to explain possession as a reflection 
of psychiatric disorder and the membership of spirit cults as therapeutic agency (see 
Boddy 1994; Mcintosh 2004). Certainly the therapeutic consequences of spirit 
possession are still manifest in ethnographies (Masquelier 2002), but they are no 
longer the primary focus of analysis. 
Perhaps one of the most influential texts on spirit possession is that of lain 
Lewis' (1989) Ecstatic Religion, which distinguished between central and peripheral 
cults of affliction. Central cults of affliction are indexes of public morality, reifying 
concepts of good conduct and the internal group hierarchy (Lewis 1989: Chap. 5). 
Peripheral cults, on the other hand were seen as overt forms of resistance (ibid: Chap. 
4 ). Thus, the gendered nature of central and peripheral cults placed influential men in 
central cults, and women in peripheral cults, where 
women's possession cults are .. . thinly disguised protest movements directed 
against the dominant sex. They thus play a significant part in the sex-war in the 
traditional societies and cultures where women lack more obvious and direct 
means for forwarding their aims. (ibid:26) 
Lewis (ibid) also advanced the view that possession within central cults was perceived 
as a positive experience, while possession by peripheral spirits is locally perceived as 
an illness. Individual identity, group identity and hierarchies were all approached 
through the various guises of spirit possession. This is followed up to some extent by 
Erika Bourguignon (2004) who considers spirit possession as a dynamic response to 
entrenched powerlessness. In what would be identified as peripheral cults, spirit 
possession is both a means of representing distress, as well as a means of 
empowerment. 
A move away from the master-narratives of therapy and gender politics placed 
emphasis on the "understanding of possession as multiple and context-dependent 
forms of imaginative or embodied experience" (Mcintosh 2004:91). Vincent 
Crapanzano's view that spirit possession can be viewed as "an idiom for articulating a 
certain range of experience" (1977: I 0) is particularly important for this dissertation in 
this sense as it asserts that that spirit possession is about meaning (Boddy 1994:412). 
Importantly, meaning is context dependent, resulting in often shifting or even 
contradictory meanings (Boddy 1989:8; Masquelier 2001:124-5). Although the 
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suggestion has been to move away from master-narratives towards a context-
dependent study of spirit-possession, anthropology seems to have veered back 
towards a new master-narrative; that of modernity. As with witchcraft studies, 
possession is rapidly coming to be seen as "an embodied critique of colonial, national, 
or global hegemonies" (Boddy 1994:419; also Sharp 1999). 
Like with perceptions of witchcraft, there is a bias among analysts towards 
treating belief in spirit possession as instrumental, as being not real, and often, as 
irrational (Boddy 1994). In a recent paper on Bori spirit possession in Niger, Adeline 
Masquelier (2002) still seems to remain within the paradigm of instrumentality, 
despite pointing out that it is not people who choose to become mediums, but the 
spirits who decide, and push people to commit a lifetime to their service7 (ibid:54) . 
What Masquelier succeeds in doing, is highlighting the complexities that arise in the 
life of the medium, for, rather than simplifying their lives, spirit possession 
complicates the lives of mediums by introducing new obligations and pressures which 
are not easy to meet. Similarly Janet Mcintosh (2004:109) comments that "possession 
may actually afflict the possessed with burdens that magnify those arising from the 
inequalities of the human world". If one is to accept then that possession is 
instrumental on the part of the medium, why allow oneself to be possessed when it 
means financial, emotional and social burdens? 
Important for the argument presented through this dissertation is the 
representation of identity through spirit possession. Threading through much of the 
literature on spirit possession is the idea of how possession "resituates individuals in a 
profoundly alienating or confusing world" (Boddy 1994:422; also Larsen 1998; Sharp 
1993, 1999). Here, possession should be analysed in relation to the wider symbolic 
system, while also questioning the supposed marginality of those who experience 
possession. 
Recent studies in Africa of witchcraft as well as studies on spirit possession 
have been concerned with individual and cultural empowerment. In this sense, 
individual identity becomes an important feature of both witchcraft and spirit 
possession narratives. Spirit possession allows individuals a stronger sense of self, as 
well as the idiom in which to communicate that self-identity to the outside world 
7 I am often confused when reading Masquelier as to whether she believes in the ontological existence 
of spirits or not. In a seeming neo-liberal writing style she conveys the impression that she is prepared 
to accept the possible existence of spirits, but then argues for the instrumentality of the medium as if 
the medium is inventing the spirits. 
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(Boddy 1994; Larsen 1998; Mcintosh 2004). Forms of spirit possession have also 
been seen by anthropologists to constitute a statement of resistance against political 
hegemony, or even to reinforce it, as demonstrated in analyses of Madagascar where 
possession by spirits is both a form of resistance against the national hegemony, as 
well as reifying and entrenching the hegemony (Sharp 1999; Gezon 1999; Walsh 
2002; Henley 2006:756). Possession has also been used extensively in identifying 
inter-group boundaries, such as gender and other forms of inter-group marginalisation 
(Lewis 1989). 
Each theory or explanation of occult phenomena, or more accurately, of the 
belief in occult phenomena, posits greater understanding of the how groups make 
sense of, and operate in the world. However, as Boddy (1994:410) points out, 
typologies of spirit possession and the various gender-based interpretations associated 
with them invariably reflect the interests and concerns of the researcher or analyst. 
Thus for the structural-functionalists, the almost mechanised order of society was 
important. The concern with feminism and the plurality of representation invariably 
led to post-modern accounts of peoples and places. 
1.4 The structure of perception among the Mayeyi. 
Concentrating on the modernity meta-narrative has a tendency to make other 
explanations for social phenomena redundant (Englund & Leach 2000). The argument 
that is presented in this dissertation is that a mixture of different theories should be 
combined with etlmography in an attempt to grasp the meanings of occult discourse. 
In this particular dissertation, I found structuralism to be particularly valuable in 
unravelling some of the ethnographic riddles that I came across. Structuralism allows 
some insight into the way people perceive the world. Occult belief, I feel, is bound up 
with the way people cognitively make sense of the world around them, thus making 
the use of structuralism a logical choice as it is concerned with modes of thought, 
classification and symbolic logic (Moore & Sanders 2006:8). As such, structuralism 
also allows the analyst see how the people who operate along a dualistic paradigm 
view the empirical world. 
Levi-Strauss' s quest was to establish the facts that were universally true of the 
human mind (Leach 1970:112). He argued that ' social structure' had nothing to do 
with empirical reality, but rather with the models which were built up after it (Levi-
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Strauss 2006[1952]: 13 7). He further suggested that structural models of the world 
would enable the analyst to predict how people would react to the model in different 
situations. Although he set out to tell us something about the structure of the human 
mind, he ended up telling us something about aesthetic perception (Leach 1970:113). 
The value of his theory was the possibility of understanding perception through the 
unconscious mind. Even if the mind does not quite work in the binary way that he 
suggested (see Levi-Strauss 1962) predominantly dualistic perceptions of the world 
are widespread (Astuti 2001). 
The reader should remember that the delineation of a dual classificatory 
system does not necessarily imply that it is the only possible order to be found, that 
the categories are fixed, or that the people [under study] themselves do not subscribe 
to any other conventional division of phenomena (Needham 1973:xx). There may in 
fact be more than one way of viewing the world, with the world as seen through 
dualistic oppositions being but one of them. The binary scheme applies directly only 
to those aspects of thought from which it is derived. However, reading binary schema 
into certain aspects of society may enable the analyst to better understand aspects of 
society which previously may have been difficult to comprehend as they simply did 
not 'fit' into preconceived, possibly western, notions. 
The notion of 'fitting' into a framework raises a warning flag of artificially 
moulding one's ethnography so as to 'fit' into a theoretical framework. By artificially 
' fitting' ethnography into theory an illusion is created that we understand social 
phenomena, when in fact we may have misunderstood it. I would argue in the context 
of fieldwork among the Mayeyi, that the dualistic relationships were made apparent to 
me during fieldwork, rather than I entering the field with a priori notions of how the 
Mayeyi should conceptually see the world in terms of a structural framework. Part of 
the commentary of this thesis is based on the fact that I entered the field with the 
modernity meta-narrative in my mind, not structuralism. The argument presented is 
therefore to allow theory to flow from ethnography rather than vice versa. 
What is important to this discussion is the homologous nature between binary 
pairs of classification (see Levi-Strauss 1963). According to Levi-Strauss (ibid:232) a 
homologous relationship 'assumes an orderly correspondence'. One could also 
describe a homologous relationship as having a particular kind of logical 
correspondence. I argue in this dissertation that a homologous relationship between 
that which is locally conceived as 'visible' and that which is conceived as 'concealed' 
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operates throughout the cosmology of the Mayeyi people. It is not so much the 
content of the cosmology, but the relationship between contrasting pairs that is 
important. The relationships portrayed in the Mayeyi cosmology act as a type of 
grammar informing conceptions of the world. 
A salient point to be remembered about structuralism is that the ethnographic 
description and explanation essentially consists of translating the meanings of 
indigenous categories into our own language by re-arranging them into sets (Mosko 
1985:1 ). As with semiotic anthropology, ethnography is essentially an act of 
interpretation (Geertz 1973). Clifford Geertz sees the ethnographic project is an effort 
in ' thick description' , where the ethnographer tries to inscribe the meaning of social 
action (ibid). Structuralism is a useful tool in inscribing meaning in the aesthetic-
moral classifications that can be seen to operate in the Mayeyi cosmology. 
A criticism of structuralism is that it does not put forward the ernie point of 
view (the actor's point of view); that the explanations for social phenomena are 
entirely etic, constructed by the analyst. This, I would argue is a valid criticism of 
virtually any theoretical model and was pointed out by Evans-Pritchard (1937) when 
he explained that the Azande analysis's perception of European social behaviour 
would be very different to that of European's own perception. Similarly, were one to 
approach the Zanzibaris with Larsen's (1998) wonderful piece on spirit possession 
and identity in Zanzibar, would they agree that spirit possession is a kind of historical 
narrative, as Larsen explains it to be? So, in defence of structuralism as a theory one 
could perhaps follow Geer1z with his point that there is no single truth, but rather a 
plurality of truths (Boskovic 2002:45). 
Another defence of the theory is grounded in ethnographic fieldwork. If the 
structural framework is built from the distinctions that informants recognise and 
identify, it holds that they will be able to recognise the patterns that the analyst draws. 
As Mark Mosko (1985) shows of the Bush Mekeo, the quadripartite structure that he 
drew was built on structures that his informants described. In a similar vein, the 
contrasting oppositions that I describe in Chapter Three were drawn from interviews 
with informants where they informed me of the divisions. In September 2006 I visited 
the Caprivi armed with what I had written up to that stage. My informants looked at 
the structural framework that I had constructed and they concurred. 
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1.5 Methodology 
Ethnographic research for this paper began early in my undergraduate studies. The 
present thesis is the culmination of numerous research visits to Diyeyi between 2001 
and 2006 totalling twenty-four weeks or fieldwork. The longest of my stays was in 
2005 when I lived just outside Sangwali village at the site of Nsheshe Village (see 
Chapter Two, Map 2) for two months. Otherwise I have been able to spend roughly a 
month a year living in Sangwali Village on some occasions, and at the Nsheshe 
Village site on others. Staying outside the village in the latter half of my research was 
based on the fact that my original host was married in the third year of my research 
trips. I felt that his new wife would prefer that I were not in the same courtyard, and 
she certainly seemed happier with my decision as I was not as much of a distraction 
for her new husband. At the san1e time the focus of the research shifted from 
Sangwali village area to Samudono Village area. My assistant and interpreter, John 
Fwelimbe, lived on the outskirts of Samudono Village. I spent most of my days from 
sunup till late in the afternoon, or after dark with him and his family, assisting by 
contributing food to the pot. From his village we, being John and myself, would travel 
between the various villages in Diyeyi to conduct interviews with individuals who had 
been identified as likely inforn1ants (ziPiaka, priests, village indunas8 and other 
individuals I had either met independently or been introduced to). From his courtyard 
we would also set out to attend various types of rituals that we had managed to hear 
about. Nevertheless I continued to travel through to Sangwali on a near daily basis, 
spending time, travelling, and talking and eating with informants. 
The multi-sited nature of my interviews and observations led me to feel that 
living outside of one village may detract from me being seen to favour one group of 
people. I realised this one morning when a female iPiaka I was talking to asked why I 
liked John and Linus so much, and did not want to stay with her and bring her food 
and presents. Ironically, she had received more favours from me, particularly in my 
role as 'taxi-driver' to Katima Mulilo and back, than either John or Linus did, who I 
realised were going beyond the bounds of generosity in assisting me with my 
research. When I moved out of Linus's courtyard, these comments on alleged 
favouritism seemed to stop. Moving out of the courtyard didn' t stop interaction as a 
8 Village elders. 
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small hut in the campsite where I stayed invariably had someone either from Sangwali 
or Samudono Village area staying in it. For the first period of my moving to the 
campsite John actually joined me in living at the campsite. 
Initially Linus Mukwata was my introduction to the Mayeyi community acting 
both as host and key informant. He was generous enough to allow me to stay in his 
courtyard, where I erected a small hiking tent on my first fieldtrips to Sangwali 
Village. I met indunas, kin, zifzaka, and acquaintances of his through the snow-ball 
method, meeting one person who would introduce me to others. Meeting zifiaka with 
this method was particularly fruitful, as invariably they had good knowledge of other 
zifiaka in the region who were practising, whether as a healers or as diviners. 
Speaking to their clients, and particularly with onlookers at healing rituals and dances, 
proved particularly rewarding in finding other zifzaka to speak to, as well as 
individuals who professed a knowledge of Mayeyi rituals and culture. 
Of course there is the problem that field research tends to be bound up to a 
certain degree with the identity of one's chief infonnants (Crick 1992:186). The 
informants affect who one talks to, as well as how one sees and interprets events and 
actions that take place. There is also the fact that one tends to seek out certain people, 
and avoid others based on the simple fact that some people are pleasant to be with, 
while others are not (ibid). It is very difficult to overcome this bias as it is essentially 
unconscious. The realisation and awareness of the bias is itself halfway to overcoming 
it as the reflexive fieldworker, which I hope to have been, will attempt to address the 
issue in the course of fieldwork. In the other direction, the ethnographic fieldworker 
tends to influence what people say and do (Wilson 1992: 179). Whether consciously or 
unconsciously, one views and potirays the people one meets in field diaries and 
dissertations based, not on objective facts, but on subjective impressions created 
through interaction and communication. Again the best defence is the conscious 
awareness of one's feelings towards others and the purposeful attempt to transcend 
feelings and write objectively. 
Language was certainly an issue that had to be overcome through the course of 
fieldwork. Throughout my stay in the Caprivi it was necessary for me to use an 
interpreter. As my time in the field progressed I was able to acquire a rudimentary 
command of the local dialect of the Mayeyi; ShiYeyi. For interviews, though, I would 
still require the services of a local interpreter. The Caprivi has an amazing array of 
languages that are spoken within its borders, meaning that even the proficient non-
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Yeyi ShiYeyi speaker would require the knowledge of one or more of the other local 
languages to be able to communicate effectively. As it is, communication in Katima 
Mulilo, the Caprivi's capital town, is conducted in SiLozi interspersed with English, 
SiSubiya and SiFwe (see also Malan 1995:58). 
Maxwell Owusu (1978) comments on the essential requirement of the 
ethnographer having a fluent understanding of the local vernacular. He argues, using 
Naroll's observations on ethnography and time spent in the field, that witchcraft 
related reports were more prevalent amongst long-term stayers in the field who had 
proficient use of the lingua-franca (ibid:3l5). Naroll's commonsense hypothesis 
behind these reports, is that the ethnographer with a fluent command of the native 
language has a better rapport with his or her informants than an etlmographer who 
does not have the same language proficiency. Short-term stayers in the field who rely 
heavily on their own language (usually to communicate in a pidgin language of 
European origin) report less of witchcraft related incidents (ibid). It would be foolish 
to pretend that my research is not poorer for the lack of proficiency in the local 
dialect. Attempts to get around this involved the use of different interpreters at times. 
John, also being a productive farmer was not always available. When he was 
unavailable I would turn to others I knew like Mulife Salushando and Berricans 
Muluti who acted as guides and interpreters, along with introducing me to a younger 
group of Mayeyi villagers. Occasionally I was also able to interview in English as 
many of the younger Mayeyi wanted to practice their English with me. To this effect I 
also worked with Mulife Salushando, by going through his creative writing essays, 
spending time assisting with grammar and reading other English authors' work. 
Mulife also assisted my research by keeping a journal of church services, funerals and 
spirit possession drummings during the period from November 2004 to June 2005. 
In effect the role of the ethnographer is something along the lines of the 
inveterate silent gossip. A seeming contradiction in terms, but one I feel that captures 
the essence of the fieldworker. We become enmeshed in the lives of our informants, 
becoming friends, indeed close friends, as we overhear the day to day gossip of those 
around us. As a fieldworker, an outsider being allowed a glimpse inside through a 
particularly grimy window, we have little to add, so listen as stories, rumours and 
accounts swirl around us, fleshing out the character and the relationships between 
individuals. 
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The goal of participant observation must be borne in mind when one is doing 
fieldwork. The very fact of the observer's presence changes the circumstances, the 
context of the event. The anthropologist or ethnographer can never be the fly on the 
wall. Like the all too conspicuous camera, the field worker sticks out in his or her 
otherness fi:om the group that is being observed. The rituals and symbolic actions that 
take place change to incorporate the outsider - the fieldworker caught in the 
conundrum of needing to be both an insider as well as an outsider. 
Sitting by the scalding heat of a fire during an all night healing drumming for a 
man who was going through the process of becoming a matweti ifiaka, John, my 
interpreter suddenly jostled me out of an exhaustion induced doze. The sun's 
glow was starting to filter through the dark azure night sky and numerous cock 
crows had started to drift over the bush between the villages. The ifiaka, a 
woman who we had helped transport from her own village to the village of her 
patient, was singing about me, hence John rousing me from my half slumber. Her 
song was one of the usual, and simple, one-line songs: "I am going back with 
this white man". Immediately her thin reedy voice was taken up by the other 
women: "She is going back with this white man" . At the end of the drumming I 
was once again welcomed into the lives of the people around me when the 
patient's father presented a gold and green cockerel to the ifiaka. She and another 
woman held the bird aloft while singing to it. It was then presented to me. This, 
the old man explained through John, was to thank me for having been at the 
drumming. 
So the anthropologist is as tied in with the data that he or she so minutely gathers, as 
the very people that are supposedly informing him or her of what they are up to; 
becoming incorporated and enmeshed in their lives. 
Apru1 from simply being there and absorbing all I could, I actively interviewed 
numerous people that I came across. Far from a structured interview, I found simple 
conversations (admittedly with questions in my mind prior to the conversations) were 
the most effective form of interview. I went from being seen as a nosy white 
researcher to someone who was merely curious, and a little odd; the "ogigi rnakua" 
("crazy white person"), or simply, "u rnakua" ("the white person") who wanted to 
know about the Yeyi. Much of what I heard through interviews consisted of idealised 
statements about the people, society and village life. This I attempted to offset through 
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participant observation and as many interviews and informal conversations as 
possible. As time progressed and I became more well-known, as well as making 
friends with some of my informants, idealised statements became less common-place, 
to be replaced with, what I took to be, frank conversations about life in Diyeyi. 
The fact that both John and Mulife were working as volunteers in a western 
bio-medicine paradigm might be seen as creating a potential problem in the fact that 
they might not have agreed with what informants were telling me. In fact during our 
time together John went though something of an existential crisis regarding the 
witchcraft paradigm, something that we discussed at great length. On first working 
with hin1 he openly told me that he did not believe in witchcraft or the spirits, but 
would relay what informants told me word-for-word whether he agreed with it or not. 
Often after an interview he would express his disbelief over something that he had 
interpreted. However the existential crisis occurred at an all-night ritual when he was 
pointed out as being bewitched by a colleague in Windhoek (John had worked as a 
prison warder in Windhoek for a number of years). This became a great source of 
angst for him and we discussed the ramifications of whether it were true or not at 
great length. This also opened up level of trust between us as we both debated our 
relative doubts and concerns regarding occult and religious belief. On the other hand 
Mulife, who is interested in becoming a writer, seemed to take a renewed interest in 
occult belief, as a means to write about it in his short stories. Towards this goal he and 
I discussed the work of other African authors' works, such as Ken Saro-Wiwa, that I 
introduced to him. We also discussed at length occult strategies that his friends used 
in order to pass exams. Although both John and Mulife professed to be non-believers 
in the occult, both in their way were as involved in the meaning creation of the occult 
as were believers. 
Beyond interviews I tried to be present at as many of the healing rituals as 
possible. After the first one that I intended, news seemed to travel fast that not only 
was I interested in this cultural feature, but that there might even be the chance that I 
would become possessed one night, based on the observation that the incessant 
rhythmic drum beat had caused me to jiggle my legs in time to the beat (men simply 
did not do this when watching the rituals). One of the old woman had watched me do 
this for a while and then loudly announced to everyone present, "You'd better watch 
26 
Chapter I - Introduction 
that one because he's about to be possessed9" . 
Fig 1.1: Fieldwork snapshot showing an ifiaka informant, myself, John and the iiiaka's 
wife 
Along with drumrnings I attended church services in Samudono Village, as 
well as numerous funerals. I also spent a fair amount of time at the Sangwali Health 
Centre clinic in Sangwali village area. Invariably this was the first place to look if I 
couldn't find an informant. Not only was the clinic something of a meeting place for 
people, but it was also where the pensions were distributed from at the beginning of 
each month. Both John and Mulife were also involved with the clinic. Mulife worked 
as chairperson of 'Home-Based Care' , a group of unpaid volunteers who assist the 
sick and infirm throughout the area by doing chores and fetching medication. John 
worked as a volunteer for Red Cross, checking to see whether medicines come 
through and acting sometimes as a liaison between the Red Cross and the clinic. He 
was also responsible for the distribution of care packages of food and blankets to the 
needy in the community. 
I realised how involved I had become in the community when I was asked to 
come to the funeral of one of my infonnants who had fallen ill quite suddenly, and 
subsequently passed away. At the end of the burial all the friends of the deceased 
were meant to step forward and plant a flower in the fresh soil of the grave. 
Wondering whether I would be intruding if I stepped forward, I instead hung back as 
my friends went forward to pay their respects. For this I was later chastised by the 
family who said that I should have joined them in planting a flower. In retrospect I 
regret having not done so. Sadly, I have many moments that where in retrospect I 
9 Interpreted by John Fwelimbe who sat laughing next to me. 
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realise I should have done things differently. However, this was part of the 
ethnographic experience of 'becoming' (Hastrup 1995: 19). 
Lastly, my involvement in the community culminated with the construction of 
a wooden bridge across a flooded channel near Sangwali Village area. On numerous 
occasions I had sat talking with informants about the possibility of building a bridge. 
This was first broached by Linus, who wanted to know whether I thought it would be 
possible to build a bridge and therefore attract tourists to the area, with the hopes of 
having more tourists stay at the local campsite, as well buy some of the local crafts. 
Much of my research time in 2005 was spent giving lifts back and forth to forests 
where we could find wood for the construction, meetings with the khuta (Village 
Council) to expedite the process, and fmding financial backing from the tourists who 
visited the area. Finally, by talking to a hunting concession, 'Hunt Africa', Linus and I 
were able to obtain enough funds to pay for the bridge's materials. In September 
2005, two week's after I left the Caprivi, the bridge was finally completed. The 
building of the bridge elicited quite some attention, with the Mayeyi khuta using it to 
indicate that when the government 'failed' 10, they would do things on their own. The 
bridge is now used on a daily basis by locals and tourists alike; locals to fetch grass, 
reeds and plants from over the river, and tourists to enter the National Park after first 
paying a toll which goes to the Mayeyi community. 
1.5.1 Local terminology in the text 
The ShiYeyi term for the traditional healer is inaka, plural zinaka. These terms are 
used to cover all types of 'healers ' (save for medical doctors trained in western bio-
medicine), be they diviner-healers or herbalists. The ShiYeyi term ifzaka is lexically 
and phonetically similar to the SiLozi equivalent ngaka in Zambia, and nganga 
among the Shona and other linguistic groups below the Zambezi River (Reynolds 
1963:48). 
I will use ShiYeyi terms for the categories of witch, murwezi11; 
sorcerer/magician, mabivo, and any other category that is readily identified by the 
Mayeyi as a distinct category. Within this text all non-English terms and phrases that 
10 According to infom1ants in the Mayeyi central khuta, the Namibian government had been promising 
the Mayeyi people a bridge over the Channel for almost a decade. 
11 Barwezi = pi 
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are not considered general academic parlance, will be marked by their being placed in 
italics. These terms are all described and given more detail and analysis through the 
thesis. 
1.5.2 On the reality of belief 
The anthropologist is meant to gain an insight into behaviour through the patterns of 
social action that he or she may witness taking place. The secondary order of data, 
beliefs, motivations, desires, habits or 'dispositions' (Bourdieu 1977:34), help to 
explain the behaviour that is witnessed (Marwick 1970b:284). Some confirmation of 
these beliefs is then gained through what the participants themselves say about those 
beliefs and the behaviour that they see corresponds with those beliefs. This is of 
course bearing in mind that what people say they do is not always fully honest, or for 
that matter, does not always reflect a full understanding. Sometimes what people say 
they do is very different to what they do. The interpretations that infonnants give, are 
just that, interpretations (Geertz 1973 :9), and as such are as liable to variation in 
meaning, as much as the ethnographer's interpretations. Sometimes there is no 
cognitive meaning, as James Ferguson discovered when asking about the meaning of 
an inscribed text on a wall in Zambia (1999:209). Ultimately the text was what 
Ferguson describes as 'noise'; it had no immediate significance or meaning. 
Sometimes people do things simply because it is how they have been taught to do 
them. Max Marwick suggests that the actual belief of the researcher isn't necessary, 
that the belief by the informants is enough to merit the actual research itself. Quoting 
Berndt (1962:224), Marwick explains that the empirical 'reality' of the phenomena 
(witchcraft, spirits) does not concern the anthropologist. The ethnographer doesn't 
need to believe in the ontological reality, so long as his/her infmmants do. I feel, 
however, that as anthropologists steeped in the western positivist tradition, we do 
ourselves and our informants a disservice by patronizingly studying belief as merely a 
fictional belief of the 'other' . Edith Turner suggests that there could even be the 
possibility that there is ontological reality in what the anthropologist's informants 
believe (Turner 1993). Experiences by the likes of Koen Stroeken (2006) and Roy 
Willis (1999), who were both initiated into cults of affliction, indicate that there is an 
increasing number of anthropologists who feel that the 'reality' of spirits deserves 
attention. In the same way that that the Christian God is 'real' to some people, the 
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anthropologist should be open about the extent that belief in witchcraft and spirit is 
'real' to others. 
The question is whether it makes any intellectual difference to data gathered 
and the hypothesis drawn if the ethnographer enters the field while denying the 
ontological reality of the phenomena that his or her informants believe in. Admittedly 
when entering Diyeyi I had fairly firm notions of what was real and what was not. 
Then the process of ' becoming' that Kirsten Hastrup speaks of (1995:19) occurred to 
me. I found myself wondering, much like a white policeman I met in Katima Mulilo 
who admitted to me the same, "is it real, I don't know any more". What are 
undeniably real however, are the social and cognitive consequences and affects of 
belief in the occult. 
In an attempt to be as relativistic as my academic background would allow, I 
have drawn from an undergraduate study in English Literature the concept of the 
"willing suspension of disbelief'. Although there are times that my own background 
has infused me with scepticism, I try as much as possible to accept statements and 
narratives by informants at face value. To willingly suspend my disbelief and be 
brought into a world of belief, a lived world of reality, which the Mayeyi at times try 
hard to share with me. Of course, as Geschiere ( 1997 :22) points out, it is impossible 
to verify what really happened when listening to accounts of witchcraft attacks, or the 
abduction by possessing spirits. However, as mentioned above one cannot deny the 
'real' effects of the belief in mysterious actions (ibid:22). As Geschiere has also 
suggested, since there is a general belief in the occult, it is all too likely that some 
individuals may genuinely try and use the occult to achieve certain ends 12 (ibid:20). 
After all, spirit possession is an active interaction and communication with the occult. 
So in a sense, witches do exist, in that there are men and women who act on their 
beliefs to harm others, as there are men and women who act on their beliefs in order 
to heal through the communication and connection with spirits which they see as 
being ontologically real. This is probably as far as one can go academically; to assume 
that the belief is real for people, and to see how it is expressed and acted upon. It also 
requires the ethnographer to be aware that, as in any religious system, there are 
believers, charlatans, agnostics, fundamentalists and sceptics. 
12 In some cases there is also the cynical attempt at the use of the occult, as in the case where one young 
informant admitted to having used an inaka to assist him magically in passing his grade 12 exams. He 
did this cynically, saying that it would probably not work, but that it was wmth trying. The point is that 
he still tried to use the occult in an instrumental manner. 
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The problem, of course, arises m dealing with the accused 'witch' . The 
relationship between the accused and the accuser is certainly real, but the actual 
accused may be innocent of any witchcraft related activity (Marwick 1970b:286). 
How does one refrain from scepticism in a situation where relations may be real, but 
mystical attacks imagined? Indeed, if one were to take relativism to its extreme, the 
anthropologist should believe in the reality of the accusation as well. Here Philip 
Mayer (1970[ 1954]) provides insight by pointing out that witchcraft accusations may 
be idioms of other forms of accusation. The ethnographer needs to be aware that the 
witchcraft accusation, although being an accusation of mystical attack, could also be 
an accusation of another sort dressed up in rhetoric of witchcraft. As anthropologists 
we need to accept our data at a little more than face value, and this is why we do 
prolonged fieldwork, rather than falling back onto grand meta-narratives to do the 
talking for our data. 
1.6 Summary of the argument 
In the following chapter I will be discussing the history of the Mayeyi as it was 
presented to me by Mayeyi informants. For certain periods of the past two hundred 
years there are also alternative records to the oral history that I was told. A few 
researchers have written extensively about the area just north and to the west of 
Katima Mulilo. Most notable would be Max Gluckman (1955, 1965, 1972) and Victor 
Turner (1952, 1957), who were at the Rhodes Livingstone Institute at the time. For the 
period prior to and including European colonial influence it is possible to consider the 
work of various historians such as Saadia Touval (1966), journalists such as Stella 
Kilby (2001), and the archaeologist Kobus Dreyer (Dreyer & Kilby 2003). The more 
recent past is well documented in newspapers such as the The Namibian and New Era. 
Forming a basis of Mayeyi perceptions of the past, and painting a picture of 
Mayeyi village life and economy, I hope to contextualise the lived world of the 
Mayeyi, setting the stage for further discussion regarding occult belief and the broad 
cosmology of the Mayeyi people. 
Taking a more definite structural stance, the third chapter explores the 
conceptual oppositions of Mayeyi cosmology. By recognising a homologous 
relationship between what the Mayeyi perceive and identify as dualisms, one is able 
to see dualistic relationships that oppose each other through the theme of 'visible', or 
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' concealed'. This chapter considers the various divisions that arise in the ethnography, 
arguing for culture as a "structural whole" (Mosko 1985:12). In this way pervasive 
structural homologies can be seen as cutting across the Mayeyi perception of the 
world, and in tum how they make sense of that world. 
The fourth chapter introduces and discusses the varwus categories of 
traditional healer, as well as the spirits that they adhere to. The liminal character of the 
traditional healer is important as they are creators of innovative symbolism. If the 
occult is indeed about reflections of modernity, healers, diviners and mediums are the 
vehicles through which modernity is articulated. Moreover, the ifiaka is an important 
agent in the transcending of categories and the relationships between them. 
Following on from the traditional healers are the spirits themselves, with the 
fifth chapter concentrating on the entities of the occult world, and their possession of 
individuals in Mayeyi society, which are largely either morally ambiguous or positive. 
Through the narratives of the occult world of spirits, I intend to draw out central ideas 
on Mayeyi perceptions as to bow the world operates. For the Mayeyi the occult world 
in a sense acts as a mirror of, as well as a template for, the empirical world (see the 
quote by Clifford Geertz at the beginning of this chapter). Through the possession by 
spirits zifiaka are able to cross boundaries described in Chapter Three, and so actively 
reconstitute the world when it is seen as being out of kilter. 
The sixth chapter illustrates the darker side of the occult by introducing 
Mayeyi perceptions of witchcraft. Through careful consideration of the discourse 
revolving around witchcraft beliefs amongst the Mayeyi, I again draw out some of the 
central oppositions that the Mayeyi recognise, as well as themes that illustrate the 
Mayeyi conceptions of evil. In particular there is the notion that witchcraft is like a 
canker within the community, but informed by the outside. Witchcraft subverts the 
relationships between contrasting opposites, thereby threatening the integrity of the 
Mayeyi cosmology and morality system. 
Finally, in the seventh chapter I argue that the dualisms that have threaded 
their way through the previous chapters come to fruition in the way in which the 
Mayeyi perceive of themselves and the world around them in terms of insiders and 
outsiders. The relationship between the categories of insider and outsider is a central 
cognitive construct through which the Mayeyi make sense of the world around them. 
Along with the cosmological framework, the concept of insider and outsider allows 
the Mayeyi agency in dealing with what they perceive to be the unknown. I use Mary 
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Douglas's (1996[1970]) framework extensively in this chapter, illustrating that the 
schema that she posits can assist in identifying aspects of society that are likely to 
evince witchcraft fears, and those aspects of society where belief in spirit possession 
would be most active. 
Although a meta-narrative of modernity makes much ethnography appear as 
"persuasive examples of multiple modernities, no amount of conceptual critiques 
enables us to anticipate the specific content of our interlocutors' concerns" (Englund 
& Leach 2000:230). The occult as a commentary of modernity theory (the modernity 
of witchcraft) certainly enables belief in the occult to be used as a lens through which 
to understand 'modernity's malcontents' (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993), but it can 
only go so far in explaining the intricacies of witchcraft beliefs and spirit possession 
themselves. Here I suggest one should return to the analysis of cosmology to 
understand occult belief and the ways in which it confronts the issues of modernity. If 
occult belief is the vernacular, cosmology is the underlying grammar. 
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The geographical, historical and social contextualisation 
of the Mayeyi people 
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Map 1: Map of the Caprivi 
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A people's history is a part of their identity in that it provides a meaningful past to be 
projected onto the present; we are partly products of our past and as such, our 
perceptions of the past inform our present identity. In everyday discourse one's past is 
referred to in a gradual build-up towards a current state of being. Perceived history 
gives an individual or group something substantive; something to hold on to because 
we believe that it has happened. Stories of the past are passed on to the next 
generation so that they may have a feeling of who they are. However, narratives ofthe 
past are also recreated in the present, and may change in content and meaning, 
sometimes leading to contestation and conflict (Hertzfeld 1987; Friedman 1992). The 
construction of the past is an act of self-empowerment in that those without history, in 
the sense of a common shared ideal of the past, are those who tend to be prevented in 
identifying themselves for others (ibid:837). 
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"Traditions are invented in the specific terms of the people who construct them. 
Fundamentally they are atemporal, being for the people conditions of their form 
of life as constituted, and considered coeval with it. It follows that if such 
traditions are authoritatively narrativized, or when they contingently rise to 
consciousness, they will be aetiologized: that is, as "charter myths" (Sahlins 
1999:409). 
How the past is perceived and understood by the Mayeyi is part of the aim of this 
chapter as their current perception of their past gives an enlightening insight of their 
worldview and identity construction. 
The Mayeyi are a small off-shoot group from the larger Wayeyi 13 people in 
Botswana, who are commonly associated in the mind of the tourist as living in 
Botswana' s Okavango Delta and using dugout canoes (mokoros) for transport. The 
Mayeyi live an area known as Diyeyi, or ' land of the Y eyi' which is situated north of 
Mamili National Park in Namibia' s Caprivi Strip (see maps 1 and 4). The reasons for 
the separation from the Wayeyi and the Mayeyi's current residence in Diyeyi will be 
drawn out below. 
To appreciate how the Mayeyi people have consttucted their identity, and the 
occult forces that impinge upon it, one has to consider the broader historical and 
political processes that have shaped Namibia's Caprivi Strip, or more accurately the 
Eastern Caprivi. The Caprivi Strip is a flat and sandy length of land, dominated by 
Mopani trees (Colophospermum mopane) and Rhodesian Teak (Baikicea plurijuga), 
that stretches out east from the main bulk of Nanlibia for some 350km. Western 
Caprivi, refen·ed to as "West-Cap" by Caprivians, is one large national park in its 
entirety14• Its northern and southern boundaries are artificial lines that stretch out in 
unnatural straightness, separating the Caprivi from Angola and Botswana. The 
Kavango and Kwando rivers form the Western Caprivi' s western and eastern 
boundaries respectively. A few small and scattered bands of Kxoe or Mbarakwengo 
San, known as the ' Blackriver Bushmen' (Malan 1995:103), are situated along the 
length of the highway that runs between Divundu in the Kavango region and Kongola 
on the western boundary of the Eastern Capri vi. A small number of Mbukushu have 
spread eastwards over the Kavango River to border the Western Caprivi National 
Park. An even smaller number of Mbukushu people are situated in the Eastern 
13 Due to the separation of the Yeyi people over time, lexical differences have emerged. The Yeyi in 
Botswana refer to themselves at the ' Wayeyi' , while the Namibian Yeyi refer to themselves as the 
Mayeyi. 
14 Proclaimed as a National Park in 1968. 
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Caprivi, but have no official 'tribal' structures in place there. Most of Caprivi' s 
population reside in the Eastern Caprivi (East-Cap). 
Malan (1995:58) claims in his book Peoples of Namibia that the Fwe tribe, 
consisting of Mafwe, Mayeyi, Totela and local Mbukushu as well as the Subiya 
groupmgs, 
"all accepted Mamili, the former representative of the Lozi empire in Capri vi, as 
their common chief. At present they even claim that the Mamili royal family is 
of Fwe, Yeyi or Totela origin, and that it has always enjoyed its present status". 
The events of the past ten years, recounted below, would suggest otherwise. Indeed 
there is considerable debate in the area between residents as to the supposed discrete 
identity of various groupings. Although, published in 1995, Malan's book does not 
make reference of the fact that the Mayeyi had separated from the larger Fwe group in 
1993. Since 1995 there has also been a schism between the self-proclaimed "true 
Mafwe" in the north, and the Mbilangwe people around Chinchimane and Linyanti 
(see Map 2), who had previously been the Fwe ruling class under the Mamili family. 
Botswana 
Map not to ICale 
Zambia 
Botswana 
A. 'True' Mafwe 
B: Mayeyi 
C: Matotela 
D: Mlxed 
E: Mbllang~-e tMalozi) 
F: Masublya 
G: Mbukushu 
Map 2: Distribution of the various peoples in the Eastern Caprivi. 
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2.1 Namibia's appendix 
The Caprivi Strip is the extended limb of Namibia in almost every sense of the word. 
It was one of the last areas ofNamibia to be reached by the modernised world and its 
amenities. It was only in 1980 that one could even reach Katima Mulilo, the Caprivi's 
capital, by civilian radio communication (Dierks 2005). The telephone line between 
Rundu, in the West, and Katima Mulilo, in the East, was only completed in 1986 
(ibid). When there is a problem with the fibre optic cable that links Katima Mulilo to 
the rest of the world telephonically, as there was during a fieldwork trip in November 
2004, the Eastern Caprivi effectively shuts down. Banks close, the payment of 
pensions are postponed and border posts have to operate blind. The remoteness of the 
Caprivi can be felt in the way Caprivians will often talk about Windhoek, Namibia's 
capital, as if it were in another country. The reality for Caprivians is that Livingstone 
(Zambia), Maun (Botswana) and Harare (Zimbabwe), major towns in neighbouring 
countries, are closer and often easier to visit than Windhoek is. Traditional healers 
whom I spoke to would mention that they had visited places in Botswana and Zambia, 
called there by families to practice their profession, almost as if it were a matter of 
course. Visits to Windhoek, on the other hand, were mentioned with pride and related 
in great detail as to the distance travelled. 
The Caprivians' 
sense of remoteness from 
the rest of Namibia is 
possibly made more 
pronounced by the fact 
that in 1974, s1x years 
before Namibian 
independence, the Eastern 
Caprivi Strip was granted 
self-government status, 
with its own flag and 
national anthem, although 
it remained ostensibly 
under South African rule 
Fig 2.1: In seeming contradiction to the perception that the 
Mayeyi are excluded from development by the government, a 
cellular tower was erected in 2006. 
(Dierks 2005). Prior to this, the Eastern Caprivi was given the status of a "native 
reserve" in 1940, which remained until it was awarded self-government status (ibid). 
Numerous informants from the region also recount how they fought under the South 
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African Defence Force (SADF) against the South West African People's Organisation 
(SW APO) during Namibia's independence struggle. In some instances male family 
members could be found fighting on either side of the conflict. As a result of the 
involvement of Caprivians with the SADF, there is a feeling among certain groups, 
whether it is true or not, that the Caprivi is purposely marginalised as "punishment" 
by the current SWAPO government. Many Caprivians feel that evidence of this can 
be seen in the development in the rest of Namibia, through the reports published in 
National newspapers (The Namibian and New Era national newspapers, but that they 
themselves don't see any development taking place in the Caprivi itself15• The 
significant point is not whether the Caprivians are marginalised or not, but that they 
perceive themselves to be marginalised. From my interviews and conversation with 
members of various ethnic, or 'tribal', groups, I would suggest that this feeling is 
fairly universal amongst Caprivians. For those who supported SW APO, there is the 
feeling that they are being made to suffer because of their 'neighbour's' (those that 
supported the SADF) lack of support, while those who did not support SWAPO feel 
that they are being directly victimised by the current government. As mentioned 
above, family members within the same group were often divided as to which group 
to support, SWAPO or SADF. Some combatants switched sides during the conflict, 
further confusing those who supported SW APO from those who did not. 
Since its merging as a pa1t of former South West Africa, the Caprivi's borders 
have been disputed by the countries that surround it (see Dierks 2005). For instance 
Kasikili Island on the Chobe River has been a sore point of contention between 
Nanubia and Botswana for decades (anon 1999(b); International Court of Justice 
1999). In 1992, Botswana Air Force planes violated Namibian airspace over the 
island, thereby escalating tensions (Dierks 2005). The international boundaries as they 
were drawn have also engendered hostility within and between ethnic groupings. The 
Mayeyi, as a case in point, speak about how their people [the Yeyi] are situated 
mainly in Botswana, but that there is little contact between the Botswanan and 
Namibian Yeyi groups due to the border that separates them. The national border is 
15 I hasten to add that this is a perception that local Caprivians, both black and white, hold. An observer 
from outside is likely to notice the relatively impoverished state that the province is in, but is also likely 
to notice development taking place in Katima Mulilo. In the four years that I have being doing research 
in the area, the Zambezi bridge, connecting Katima Mulilo in the Caprivi and Sesheke in Zambia, has 
been completed; MTC (Mobile TeleCommunications) have extended their operations into the Eastern 
Caprivi to the extent that when I visited in September 2006 a large cellphone reception tower had been 
erected near Sangwali Village, to become operational by December; and a large waterfront complex 
has been started on the banks of the Zambezi River in Katima Mulilo. During the same time various 
conservancies have been established throughout the Eastern Caprivi, empowering local communities 
through co-governance of wilderness areas. However, development of health and education facilities 
seems to be lacking, a constant source of aggrievement for the Caprivians that I have spoken to. 
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made more tangible by the National Parks that buffer the international border both in 
Namibia (Mamili National Park, known by the Mayeyi as Nkasa/Rupara National 
Park) and Botswana (Chobe National Park and the private Linyanti game 
concessions). There is some interaction between the Wayeyi in Botswana and the 
Mayeyi in the Caprivi on an official level. For instance, Wayeyi delegates attend the 
annual Mayeyi celebrations that take place every year in August to commemorate the 
setting up of the Mayeyi Traditional Authority. Familial relations, on the other hand, 
have, according to informants, dissolved completely, including amongst those people 
who emigrated from Botswana in 1969 and can still remember living around the 
Okavango Delta. The reason cited is that communication and movement between the 
Linyanti Marshes and the Okavango Delta have been curtailed since the 1950s 
through the flooding of the Marshes, the creation of wilderness areas in Botswana 
(such as Chobe Game Reserve established in 1967) and the lack of 
telecommunication, although the latter is more a modem barrier. The conflict between 
South Africa and Angola also curtailed movement for many of the people in the 
Caprivi region. There is less of a sense of dislocation among the northern groups of 
the Caprivi Strip. Here people cross between Zambia and Namibia with comparative 
ease. Numerous individuals I spoke to in Diyeyi were in fact Lozi or Mafwe people 
from Zambia who had illegally crossed the border into the Caprivi. 
The Mayeyi experience of boundaries is of interest. The international border 
between Botswana and the Eastem Caprivi is effectively closed to them, at least in the 
sense that it is difficult to cross due to the national parks and game areas. To the north 
is a relatively permeable international border with Zambia. Spatially there is 
vagueness as to the boundaries between ethnic groups, but the separation between the 
groups is stressed by the actors of all the groups that I have had interaction with. 
Ironically those across the permeable boundary are seen to hold less similarity with 
the Mayeyi, than those who are in Botswana and are described as being ' the same' as 
the Mayeyi. 
2.2 Ethnic groups and the history of the Caprivi Strip 
'Ethnicity' , according to Friedman (1992:839), "is situated in the body as a vehicle or 
container of identity". People, identifying themselves with their group, all bear a 
common 'substance' , thought to be their ethnicity. In the Capri vi this has come to 
mean more than just racial or 'tribal' marking used by the government for census data. 
Ethnicity and culture have become a resource for the inhabitants of the Caprivi. The 
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administration and governance of the Caprivi, and Namibia as a whole, is divided 
between so-called Tribal Authorities and the state. The Eastern Caprivi is divided into 
several Tribal Authorities, each with a supposedly definable 'tribal' or 'ethnic' 
grouping within its boundaries. For a polity or grouping of people to achieve 
independence of a sort, they must therefore show themselves to be distinguishable 
from their neighbours, with a linguistic and cultural difference to mark them off from 
those around them. Thus when one talks to anyone in the Caprivi, be it a government 
official or a villager, the language of ethnic groups and cultures permeates the 
conversation. Culture and ethnicity are also a financial resource. Much like the 
'indirect rule' introduced by the colonial authorities, the Tribal Authorities obtain 
funding from the Government of Namibia. So there are tangible financial and political 
benefits to the community's elite if the community is seen to be separate culturally 
and linguistically. For this reason the term 'tribe' is seen as a concrete category of 
people within the Caprivi Strip and is used unproblematically by Caprivians and 
Namibian politicians alike. In newspapers and on the radio one hears of 'tribes' and 
'tribal problems' constantly. My informants also referred to themselves as the 
'Mayeyi Tribe'. 
In the past it was believed that the people of the Eastern Caprivi were 
essentially of one ethnicity (see Malan 1995). Currently this idea is being challenged 
by the very people who were believed to belong to a single socio-political group. 
What is the process then that gives a group their ethnic identity? Once more, we must 
turn back to history to attempt to discern the construction of a group and its identity. 
The Eastern Caprivi is a mish-mash of ethnic groupings that have over the centuries 
been subjugated by various larger 'tribal' groups, and then later by the outside 
colonial forces. Malan (1995:55) mentions that these subjugated groups have been 
incorporated into the larger Fwe and Subiya tribes of the Capri vi. This certainly seems 
to have been true in the past. For instance several of the older members of the 
Sangwali central khuta (tribal council) were members of the Fwe khuta prior to the 
separation of the Mayeyi from the larger Fwe group. The Capri vi is currently going 
through a period of fission within the larger tribes. Smaller tribes such as the Mayeyi 
are breaking away from the larger tribal authorities, maintaining that their cultural 
identity is distinctly different to the cultural identities of the larger groups that they 
were incorporated with under the colonial government. 
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The effects of the difaqane16 in the South had far ranging consequences for the 
Caprivi and Zambia. As numerous groups were scattered by the difaqane, they began 
to merge for security into other larger tribal groups. One such group, the Bafokeng, 
led by a young Sotho general, Sebituane, started out Nmth from what is now the Free 
State in South Africa in the early 1820s with roughly 10 000 people (Dreyer & Kilby 
2003:5, quoting Smith 1957:367). They soon crossed the border into what was then 
Bechuanaland, where they became known as the Makololo, or Kololo for shmt. Their 
legacy can now be seen, or rather heard, in the language now spoken throughout 
Southem Zambia and the Eastem Caprivi. Lozi is a version of Si-kololo that was 
spoken in court during the time of the Makololo (Tumer 1952:12). Apart from 
language, the Kololo also influenced patterns of govemance and marriage. A dated 
timeline running from the origins of the Mayeyi to their present status in Namibia 
follows below. 
2.2.1 1750-1864: The migration of the Mayeyi people and the coming of the 
Makololo 
Scholars date the Y eyi people as having migrated from an area that they refer to as 
Diyeyi 17 around the confluence of the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers, south-eastwards 
towards the Okavango Delta in around 1750 (Tlou 1976:51; Dierks 2005; Nyati-
Ramahobo 2002:686), although there are some who believe this movement may have 
taken place closer to 1000 AD18• The Namibian Yeyi, in their oral traditions, claim 
that they made their way towards the Okavango, poling their dugout canoes, or 
mokoros, along the Savuti channel, which at that stage flowed with water and 
connected the Linyanti Marshes to the Okavango Delta. The Y eyi settled in the Delta 
and have now become known by tourists for their basketry and the mokoros that they 
use daily. Eventually the Yeyi reached Maun, named after the ShiYeyi word "place 
16 Dreyer and Kilby (2003) point out that many authors have written about the period referred to as the 
difaqane (Hamilton 1995). Whether the difaqane happened or not, the period seems to be characterised 
by vast movement of peoples across the landscape (Lye 1969:234, cited in Dreyer & Kilby 2003 :2) 
which, according to local Caprivian narratives, had a profound etTect on the demography of the Caprivi 
region. Perhaps most notable among the critics of the idea of the difaqane is Cobbing (1 988), who 
argues that the difaqane is in part a 'settler myth' to justify the appropriation of land. At a seminar held 
at Rhodes University in August 2006, Cobbing suggested that African peoples had come to accept the 
European interpretation, thereby legitimising it through their own accounts. Despite this suggestion I 
would think that the Mayeyi account of the difaqane, referred to by them as the /ywanga (terrible 
fight), suggests something akin to the difaqane did indeed occur. 
17 
'Land of the Yeyi' , not to be confused with the cuJTent area referred to by the Mayeyi as 'Diyeyi'. 
18 Nyati-Ramahobo (2002) referring to Murray, A. 1990. 'Peoples' rights: The case of Bayei [Bayeyi] 
separatism' in Human and Peoples' Rights Monograph No.9, Institute of African Studies of Lesotho. 
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where the waters end", in present day Botswana (Kilby 2001 :255). 
Around 1820 the Tswana-speaking Batawana people moved into the area then 
occupied by the Y eyi from what is now known as the Central District in Botswana 
(Nyati-Ramahobo 2002:686). The Batawana gradually turned the Yeyi into a vassal 
people, causing prut of the Yeyi group to break away and travel northwards, back to 
Diyeyi. The remaining Yeyi people in Botswana now refer to themselves as the 
Wayeyi, rather than the Tswana word, "Bayeyi". The Mayeyi, the splinter group that 
travelled northwards into present day Namibia's Caprivi Strip, refer to the period of 
their migration from the Okavango Delta as "Lywanga" 19. The period corresponds 
with the Bafokeng chief, Sebituane's20, move northwards from the Free State region 
in South Africa from the 1820s onward (Dreyer & Kilby 2003). I suggest that the 
''terrible fight" mentioned by the Mayeyi could also very well refer to the perpetual 
conflict between Sebituane and Mzilikazi, a Zulu general who ultimately fonned an 
empire in what is now Zimbabwe, that disrupted the region (see Dreyer & Kilby 
2003). The Mayeyi were supposedly never directly involved in ru1y of the fighting that 
took place between these two leaders, but were caught in the middle so to speak. 
According to Mayeyi oral history, the breakaway group of Yeyi, that would 
later become the Mayeyi, travelled from Hankuyu in then Bechuanaland, following 
their ChiefMatsaratsara back towards the Linyanti Marshes. Later the Mayeyi crossed 
the River under Matsru·atsara' s successor Kmatau to settle on the marsh's ' islands' , 
raised mounds amongst the floodplains that are inhabitable year-round. Again, oral 
history has it that Sebituane came across the Mayeyi at the Linyanti River. Kuratau 
apparently aided the Makololo in crossing the floodwaters and was killed for his 
efforts. Sebituane is believed to have said that anyone who would help him, a stranger 
in the area, would willingly help his enemies. This account, according to my 
informants who told me of it, is passed down as a warning against trusting and 
helping outsiders. According to Dierks (2005), Sebituane made his capital, Linyanti, 
just north of the Linyanti marshes at the site 3 kilometres south of present day 
Sangwali Village. What is said by the Mayeyi to be Sebituane' s grave can still be seen 
here, and is readily pointed out by locals. From here Sebituane managed to conquer 
most of the Barotseland plain, returning to Linyanti in 1850, the year before he died 
(Dreyer & Kilby 2003 :9). According to Victor Turner, Sipopa, the then king of the 
Luyi was driven from the Linyanti area in 1836 by Sebituane (Turner 1952:9). The 
19 
"Terrible Fight" 
20 I have chosen to use the ShiYeyi spelling of Sebituane. Dreyer and Kilby (2003:3) have used the 
spelling Sebetoane, and mention various other spellings which have been used in the literature 
concerning the Bafokeng and Makololo. 
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Luyi regrouped along with other displaced peoples and became known as the Barotse, 
or Lozi people. Under their new king, Lewanika, they waged further war against 
Sebituane's Makololo. Sebituane is still remembered by the present day Mayeyi who 
claim to have identified where his grave lies. They maintain a sense of identity with 
the Kololo people21 who invaded the area and who did to the Mayeyi much the same 
as the Batawana did to the Wayeyi. However, the Mayeyi mention Sebituane with 
pride and explain that he was a just ruler. 
Map 3: Migration movement of tile Yeyi people between 1750AD and cl800AD 
In July 1851 Sebituane passed away, shortly after having met David Livingstone who 
was hoping to establish a mission in Linyanti (Dierks 2005). As Sebituane did not 
have a male heir the Makololo chieftainship was first passed on to his daughter, who 
refused the title. Instead, Sebituane's step-son, Sekeletu, became chief of the 
Makololo. The Mayeyi refer to Sekeletu as a poor leader who treated his people 
2 1 This is not to say that the Mayeyi consider themselves Makololo, rather that they identify with a 
shared past and look to the Makololo, rather than the Lozi, as having formed many of their own 
institutions. 
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badly. Reports from the 1860s by missionaries seem to confirm this point of view 
(Kilby 2001). During my first stay in Sangwali Village in 2001 a group discussion 
was organised by the traditional council (khuta) among the village elders from several 
of the village clusters around Sangwali area. The old men, as no women were present 
for none had been invited by the khuta, explained that Sekeletu forced the Mayeyi 
people to work for the Kololo, digging a trench that purportedly stretched 18km and 
fed water to Sekeletu's capital, Linyanti II, now the site of Malengalenga (see Map 3), 
while keeping the village away from the malaria infested marshes. The missionary 
expedition by Holloway Helmore and Roger Price is believed to have been poisoned 
in 1860 by Sekeletu, who evidently wanted David Livingstone's help, but mistrusted 
other white explorers and missionaries (Kilby 2001). Again, the legend of the 
missionary expedition and its disastrous end is common knowledge among many of 
the Mayeyi people. 
Mayeyi oral tradition has it that Sekeletu died of leprosy in 1863. Just before 
he died he planted his walking stick in the ground and it subsequently grew into a 
great thorn tree. Years after his death the tree mysteriously died and a Baobab, a tree 
linked to Mayeyi traditional healer spirits, grew from its remains. Today, Mayeyi 
villagers proudly show off the still relatively small baobab as one of the marvels of 
the area. Oral history also has it that Simata22 Kabende, one of Lozi king Lewanika' s 
generals, came into the area that is now known as Diyeyi the night after Sekeletu died, 
to attack the Kololo. Finding Sekeletu dead, he was able to introduce Lozi rule to the 
area. Records indicate that Sekeletu's son, Mbololo, actually ruled the Makololo for a 
year before the Kololo were well and truly ousted from the region (Dierks 2005). The 
Mayeyi say that the men of the Makololo were hunted down and murdered, while the 
women and very young children were incorporated and assimilated into the Lozi 
nation. 
Simata was appointed by Lewanika to rule the area that the Makololo had now 
vacated, and as such was given the honorific title Mamili. Under this title Simata took 
over control as chief of what are today recognised by the Namibian government as the 
Fwe, Mayuni, Yeyi, Totela, Mbukushu and Kxoe communities (Dierks 2005). The 
Linyanti capital (not to be confused with the present day site of Linyanti village) was 
re-established along the banks of the Chobe River, moving it from the site of current-
day Malengalenga to the area near present day Linyanti Village. The Mamili extended 
family has been the ruling lineage over the Eastern Caprivi Strip until the recent 
fission of what Malan (1995) describes as being the Fwe people. 
22 Also referred to as Imata. 
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2.2.2 1865-1988: The Lozi Empire. 
Lewanika, fearing Matabele raids, was anxious to make a treaty with the European 
powers that were carving up Africa for their own interests (Touval 1966:285). He had 
heard from Chief Khama in Bechuanaland that the people under his jurisdiction were 
safe from raiding thanks to their treaty with the British. As it was, it was only in 1890 
that a treaty of protection was signed between Britain and King Lewanika (ibid:285). 
The "ludicrous shape of the Capri vi Strip" (ibid:292) is a result of the Anglo-German 
treaty that allowed the German colony of South-West African access to the Indian 
Ocean via the Zambezi River. The treaty split Lewanika's territory, one can surmise, 
against his will, into what eventually became known as the Caprivi, and Barotseland, 
which was later incorporated into Britain's Northern Rhodesia. The result is that the 
inhabitants of the Caprivi were left under the local governance of the Lozi Chiefs 
instituted by Lewanika, over conquered or vassal polities, the Mayeyi being one of 
these political groups. 
The Caprivi Strip became a zone of contention between the foreign powers in 
Africa, with its borders continually being drawn and subsequently disputed, only to be 
redrawn again (see Dierks 2005). However, the same contention was also taking place 
within the borders ofthe Caprivi. 
In 1974 the Eastern Caprivi Strip was given self government status (Dierks 
2005). Lozi and English became the two official languages, while the administrative 
structures that were set up by Kurt Streitwolf in 1909 remained in effect (ibid). After 
the Eastern Caprivi was given self-governmental status, the 'Lozi' were recognised as 
being a self-governed tribal entity under Chief Richard Muhinda Marnili (ibid). Chief 
Mamili effectively became paramount chief over the Mayeyi, Matotela, Mafwe and 
Masubiya peoples. However, in 1983 the Subiya Chief Moraliswani applied to the 
Windhoek High Court to be recognised as supreme ruler of the peoples of the Eastern 
Capri vi. The rejection of his application by the High Court (then an arm of the South 
West African government) in 1985 resulted in the majority of the Subiya people 
giving their suppot1 to SWAPO, while the Mafwe (under Mamili) gave their support 
to the Democratic Turnhalle Alliance ofNamibia (DTA) (ibid). 
The Caprivi's positioning between four African countries also made it 
strategically valuable. During the apartheid era the Cap1ivi Strip was used as a launch 
pad by the South African Defence Force for its operations into Angola against 
SW APO guerrillas. Numerous individuals recounted how they had fought for the 
South African forces when they were based in Katima Mulilo and Kongola in the 
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Eastern Capri vi. Although many of the Mayeyi informants I spoke to actively support 
the Namibian government (SW APO), I didn't come across any that had fought with 
SWAPO during the liberation struggle. This may very well contribute to the anxiety 
that some feel as to whether the current SW APO government is marginalising the 
Caprivi or not. At any rate one informant who had fought with the SADF suggested 
that this was the case. 
2.2.3 The 1967/68 forced removals 
One year in particular stands out for the vast majority of the Mayeyi that I spoke to. 
This is the year in which the Mayeyi were made to move by the then South West 
African government from Rupara Island (see Map 4 above) in the Linyanti Marshes to 
the drier area north of the Mwanayarubi Channel, ostensibly so that the colonial 
government would be better able to administer the Mayeyi people. 
Various reasons were cited by the informants that I spoke to as to the 
government's motivation in initiating this move. Although the Linyanti Marshes 
became a wilderness zone and then later, in 1990, a National Park, it is unlikely that 
this was the primary motivation for the move. Older informants, both male and 
female, recounted to me the problems that they experienced with the tsetse fly in the 
region, saying that animal husbandry was near impossible within the marshes (see 
Shereni 1994). The move to drier land allowed the Mayeyi to begin cattle-rearing, 
something that they had never done before. Congruent with this explanation was 
another that explained that the government was unable to properly administer and 
control the area that the Mayeyi resided in due to the annual flooding that inundated 
the region south of the Mwanayarubi channel. During the flood season Rupara Island 
could only be accessed through the use of mokoros. Informants recalled there being 
talk between the local magistrate and the central Mayeyi khuta23 of building a bridge 
to span the channel, but in the end it was apparently24 decided that the best course of 
action would be to move the people from the floodplain entirely. 
23 It should not be forgotten that the Mayeyi were under the jural administration of the Mafwe people at 
this stage, so decisions that were made regarding the Mayeyi were often made by ' traditional leaders' 
far removed from Diyeyi. 
24 The data of the move was gathered almost entirely in 2002 from the accounts of those who 
remembered it. As the perception that the Mayeyi hold of the move was the most valuable to the 
research I have kept the explanation of the move as close as possible to their words. 
46 
Chapter 2 - Out on a Limb? 
• Nkasa and Rupara Islands are raised areas that are surrounded by flood waters during the flood 
season. They can be seen as the drier soil (light brown) against the wetter (light to dark green) marsh 
and floodplains that extend north and east of the Linyanti River, which is also the international border 
between Namibia's Caprivi Strip and Botswana. 
Map 4: Mamili National Park and the lower portion of present day Diyeyi around 
Sangwali Village Area 
Another reason, not given to me by my informants, but by ex-South African 
Defence Force soldiers, was the increased insecurity in the Caprivi region in the 
1960s (Dierks 2005). Although the bush war between then South West Africa and 
Angola only really began in the mid 1970s, there was an increased presence of 
military units in the Caprivi from the late 1960s onwards (ibid). It is possible that the 
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area around the Linyanti Marshes was vacated of inhabitants so that the population of 
the Capri vi could be more easily controlled and watched25. 
Informants recounted their discussions with some of the indunas as to where 
the new village sites should be located. Then one day soldiers and government 
officials arrived to move the people across the River. Some of the informants 
remember the move as being both traumatic and rapid. Most informants explained that 
the move was done in one day. More likely though, the actual move took the course of 
roughly three weeks26. 
Narratives of the move revolve around residence on Rupara Island being seen 
as a period of calm, almost idyll. The reality is probably different, but what matters is 
that the island and the period that it was inhabited are seen as preferable to the 
situation that the Mayeyi find themselves in now. During the 2005 Mayeyi festivities 
Rupara Island and the period that the Mayeyi lived on it was mentioned repeatedly by 
a number of different commentators. The refrain "Rupara ndishibakashetu Rupara" 
("Rupara, it is our place, Rupara") was also sung a number of times by the various 
dancing groups that performed at the festivities. Another significant point is that 
informants stress that prior to the move villages were situated close together, a 
necessity considering the relatively small size of some of the islands. The move 
spread the Mayeyi villages over a considerably larger area. Due to this dispersal, say 
some, the incidence of witchcraft has increased as families have split up and people 
are unable to look after each other anymore. 
2.2.4 1988-present: The struggle for 'tribal' status 
In 1988 the Mayeyi made their first application for autonomy to the Chief of the 
Mafwe people, Richard Mamili. Dierks (2005) claims that the application was 
rejected by Mamili and that the Mayeyi people were 'punished' for their rebellious 
wishes. Members of the Mayeyi khuta (traditional council) explain that the 
punishment consisted of a fine of fifteen head of catt.le that had to be paid to the 
Mafwe chief. George Simasiku, Marnili's brother, was also subsequently made chief 
of the Mayeyi people, much to the Mayeyi's distaste. 
25 Admittedly this is speculation on my part, but a definite possibility based on conversations with cx-
SADF soldiers who were based in Kongola and Katima Mulilo, and who made regular 'sweeps' of the 
area that is now known as Mamili National Park. 
26 Told to me by one old induna, who, at the time of the move, was a liaising induna with the Mafwe 
khuta in Linyanti, as well with as the provisional government administration based in Katima Mulilo. 
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In 1993, three years after Namibia's independence in March 1990, the Mayeyi 
were finally granted group autonomy from the larger Mafwe tribe. According to 
sources within Sangwali Village, armed groups representing a militant arm of the 
Mafwe group, supposedly originating from Linyanti Village in Mafwe tenitory, 
blockaded the road between Katima and Sangwali, threatening to shoot any Mayeyi 
who passed the road-block. Although police arrived to break up the road-block with 
tear gas, it was not before a man was killed after attempting to drive through. His 
vehicle was apparently fired on and he crashed, breaking both his legs. He was then 
supposedly executed27. The violence continued in the afternoon when shots were fired 
from the bushes into Sangwali Village. In the evening armed men, supposedly of the 
Mafwe militia, also fired semi-automatics into the Mayeyi chief's compound. The 
significance for the Mayeyi that they were able to obtain group autonomy should not 
be overlooked by the outside commentator. The importance of having an officially 
recognised [by the Namibian Government] chief and jurisdiction of local affairs is 
marked by the song, "Katanzi kalitibaku shikati cware tatidze kushangana u shikati 
pani" ("in the past we didn' t have the chief, but we are proud to have a chief now"), 
which is sung at the local Mayeyi festivities. 
The violence of the Mayeyi move away from the Mafwe tribal authority was 
in a way a precursor for the later secession conflict in 1999. The events are linked in 
as much as the issue of paramount chieftainship for Chief Mamili was of concern in 
both cases. On 2nd August 1999 a group of armed secessionists, from several of the 
tribal groupings, but predominantly Mafwe, stormed Katima Mulilo's police station, 
anny barracks, official radio station and the Katima Mulilo airport. According to 
eyewitnesses who later spoke to journalists from the national newspaper, 'The 
Namibian', the men were wearing balaclavas and red headbands (Inambao et a/ 
1999). According to official reports, the ensuing two days of skirmishes left at least 
14 people dead (ibid). It is believed by many that the death toll rose, however, after a 
state of emergency was instituted by the president, Sam Nujoma. The group of 
secessionists were referred to as the Caprivi Liberation Army and were linked to the 
original Caprivi African National Union (CANU) that had purportedly made an 
agreement with the Namibian ruling party, SWAPO, in 1964 that Caprivians would be 
allowed to decide whether they remained a part of Namibia after independence 
(Amupadhi 1999a; Dierks 2005). 
27 This incident seems to have missed the attention of newspapers. The factuality of the event is hard to 
prove, but it has nonetheless become part of the folklore sun·ounding the Mayeyi struggle for 
independent governance. 
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During the crisis it was believed that Lozis were crossing from Zambia into 
the Caprivi to assist the secessionists. This seemed to be confirmed by Imasiku 
Mutangelwa, leader of the Barotse Patriotic Front (BPF) in Zambia, who came out 
with the public statement that "the Caprivi secessionists have started a beautiful 
journey in the right direction because their plea for autonomy had fallen on deaf ears" 
(Moyo 1999), and who also said that the BPF would assist the secessionists in 
whatever way possible (ibid). 
The entire episode took an ugly turn when the actual secession movement was 
overshadowed by the appalling allegations and evidence of torture of suspected 
secessionists by the Namibian police and defence force. The Red Cross in the Caprivi 
made a statement that some detainees were badly beaten prior to their being released 
(anon. 1999). In the week following the secession attempt, medical personnel and 
eyewitnesses began to report that women and children were being beaten and shot in 
their homes by soldiers and policemen who were systematically searching for any 
dissidents (Amupadhi 1999b ). Locals still talk about the incident reported in The 
Namibian on the 18111 of August 1999, when a doctor, rushing to a medical emergency, 
was shot dead by police for breaking the curfew rule. Although the official death toll 
eventually stood at 14, numerous other civilians are believed to have been killed, 
possibly including a number of people who were detained and never returned home. 
Amnesty Intemationae8 has compiled a detailed dossier on the situation in the Capri vi 
and the alleged torture of supposed secessionists and those who are believed to have 
given them assistance. Amnesty International has stated that many of those still under 
detention are "prisoners of conscience", i.e. that they supported the movement in a 
purely non-violent manner, or even only in thought. On this note, one informant 
explained how his father had been taken into detention and was beaten with a lead 
pipe before being interrogated. The informant's father was arrested for having been 
friends with one of the suspected secessionists. 
What makes the Mayeyi narratives of the secession attempt significant is the 
underlying agenda as they see it. For the Mayeyi the secession attempt was ethnic in 
nature despite the fact that both my infonnants and newspapers reported various 
groups were involved. Moreover the violence by the CLA was seen as directed at the 
Mayeyi and other groups that are opposed to ChiefMamili of the Mafwe polity. These 
perceptions of the Mayeyi will be described in more detail in Chapter Seven which 
discusses ideas of insider versus outsider in the Mayeyi worldview. For the time being 
28 http://web.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGAFR420012003?open&of=ENG-NAM (accessed 131h 
October 2006) 
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one can consider that the narratives as told by the Mayeyi entrench a particular view 
of the world that positions the Mayeyi in relation to their neighbouring groups within 
the Capri vi. Of interest is that those that the Mayeyi perceive to be responsible for the 
secession attempt and the ensuing violence are also perceived to be the least like the 
Mayeyi people. They are perceived as outsiders. 
Although there has been much assimilation by the Lozi-speaking peoples of 
their vassal communities, the Lozi in Barotseland proper, i.e. in Zambia, have always 
considered themselves a distinct and superior people, "a chosen people" (Caplan 
1968:343). The same can be said ofthe Lozi in the Caprivi Strip. Towards the time of 
Zambia's independence the Lozi ruling class remained openly hostile towards any 
plan that would involve Barotseland becoming a part of Zambia (ibid) . The Barotse 
Patriotic Front (BPF), created to further the aims of a separate Barotseland, continues 
to exist to this day, and may possibly even have attempted to capitalise on the Caprivi 
secessionist movement of August 1999 (Inambao 1999). The Lozi in the Caprivi are 
similarly against any plans that would have them lose any jurisdictional or municipal 
powers. 
Currently those Lozi or Mafwe groups not supporting Mamili within the 
Caprivi identify Mamili and his royal family as belonging to the Mbilangwe tribe, not 
the Mafwe. The Mbilangwe are part of the original Lozi group that entered the 
Caprivi Strip under Simata Marnili in the 1860s. Although currently Caprivian, 
members of the Mbilangwe group firmly stress their Zambian roots. Turner mentions 
that there was a "Mbalangwe tribe" that sought refuge among the Lozi around 1800 
(Turner 1952:13). George Simasiku is the great-grandson of the original Simata 
Marnili who was made the paramount chief of the Caprivian peoples by King 
Lewanika, who had militarily vanquished and ousted the Kololo from the Caprivi 
region, in 1864 (Dierks 2005). Their ' foreign ' status, used as an example of their 
importance by the Mbilangwe, is also the very weapon that the self-proclaimed 
autochthonous groups in the Caprivi use to distance themselves from Mamili and his 
people. 
Although the Mbilangwe use the term, 'Mafwe', to identify themselves, the 
Mayuni, also a SiFwe speaking people, under their chief, Joseph Tembwe Mayuni, 
consider themselves the true Mafwe people, saying that the groupings under Mamili 
are in fact Lozi, not Mafwe29. According to members of the Mayuni khuta the ' true 
Mafwe' managed to obtain autonomy from the larger Mafwe people in December of 
1996. In August 2004 the Ministry of Regional and Local Government and Housing __ 
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29 Interview with ChiefMayuni in Mayuni Village in November 2004. 
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handed Chief Mayuni a certificate recognising him as chief of the Mafwe Traditional 
Authority (Kuteeue 2004). After realising that George Simasiku Mamili was also the 
chief of the Mafwe Traditional Authority, it was decided by the ministry that Mayuni 
would be made chief of the Mashi Traditional Authority (ibid), referring to the area 
around Kongola where the Mashi River becomes the Kwando River. The decision 
further split the territory that Mamili had begun to lose with the break away of the 
Mayeyi people in 1993. 
2.3 Local contextualisation 
"Diyeyi" or "land of the Yeyi" as described by my informants, is situated in the 
Southern comer of Namibia's Caprivi Strip. The Linyanti Marshes, which many 
Mayeyi proclaim to be the traditional lands of the Mayeyi30, lie just South of Diyeyi, 
nestled in the crook of the Linyanti and Kwando Rivers. Prior to a series of 
devastating droughts, which according to Mayeyi informants began in the early 1970s, 
annual floods would spill down the K wando, flooding the marshes, creating what has 
been termed by tour operators as "Namibia's little Okavango" . Due to these floods, in 
1958, and again later in 1969, the then South West African government forcibly 
removed the Mayeyi from the Linyanti marshes to the drier land just north of the 
Mwanayarubi channel, the furthest channel north of the actual marsh-lands. As 
mentioned above, those that remember the removal recall that the ostensible reasoning 
behind the move was for the government to effectively administer the Mayeyi people, 
something that they were supposedly unable to do with the high floodwaters making 
travel difficult31 . Since the last major floods, remembered to have been in 1970, the 
area has to a large extent been crippled by increasingly severe droughts. The 1992/3 
drought (which extended over most of Southern Africa) was severe enough for the 
Namibian government to create a massive Drought Relief Programme with a budget 
ofN$133 million in the 1992/93 financial year (Devereux & Nreraa 1996:421). 
30 Not to be confused with the Diyeyi, described as being near the confluence of the Chobe and 
Zambezi Rivers, by Tlou (1976:51; Dierks 2005; Nyati-Ramahobo 2002:686). 
31 Mamili National Park to the south of Diyeyi, and Mudumu National Park to the north were 
proclaimed in 1990, so were not the direct reason for the removal of the Mayeyi people from the 
Linyanti Marshes. 
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Currently the Y eyi administrative territory, or the area of land that falls under 
the administrative responsibility of the Mayeyi Traditional Authority, extends from 
Kapani Village through to Lianshulu Village (see Map 5). The administrative seat of 
the territory is Sangwali Village. According to the latest hospital census of 2003 
obtained at Sangwali Health Centre, there are 3981 people in the Diyeyi region32• SIL 
International (formerly the Summers Institute of Linguistics) pegged the number of 
Mayeyi at 5200 people in 1998 (SIL International 2002), although informants 
estimate that there are possibly 6000 Mayeyi in the Caprivi. The point of including 
these seemingly disparate figures is to indicate the difficulty in obtaining accurate 
census data for the region. Older informants explained how people would simply not 
bother in going to census polls. In some circumstances individuals would simply not 
have the time due to obligations in their fields or funerals that had to be attended. 
Transport to and from census centres such as the Sangwali Health Centre is another 
issue that has to be overcome. Even when a census is held from the primary or 
secondary school buildings that can be found at every major village cluster, there are 
still outer lying villages that are not included for a host of factors . There is also the 
fact that Mayeyi people now reside in and around the town of Katima Mulilo, as well 
as an increasing number that move back and forth between Windhoek. 
32 The census did not specify that the population was of any ethnicity. Rather it stated the population 
that would have to be served by the Sangwali Health Centre. The area that the Health Centre attends to 
stretches roughly from Kapani through to Lizauli, which is above Diyeyi, some 35km south of 
Kongola, and is a part of the Fwe territory. 
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2.3.1 Subsistence 
The information that I have been able to glean as to the daily lives of the Mayeyi is 
based on direct observation and numerous interviews with the people I became 
acquainted with between 2001 and 2006. References to a past period when the 
Mayeyi lived within the boundaries of the Linyanti Marshes are based on oral 
tradition handed down by the older generation. 
Agriculture in Diyeyi comprises of cultivation of maize, sorghum and millet, 
along with vegetables such as pumpkins, beans, lettuce, can-ots and cabbage. This is 
mainly for subsistence purposes, but also for sale as in the case with cabbage which is 
sold to a large food store in Katima Mulilo called 'OK Foods'. Maize, which is the 
primary cash crop, is sold to the government through a controlled collection system 
whereby individual farmers will bring their maize to a village depot. Family groups 
work the fields co-operatively; although it is by and large the women who do the 
major share of the work in sowing and harvesting each year's crop. The men, 
particularly younger men, without their own fields, working on a piece-meal or ad-
hoc basis will usually assist in the preparation of the fields prior to sowing. A few 
young men without the resource of family lands, or else with lands that are lying 
fallow, practice share-cropping with families that do have land. Share-cropping is 
practised mainly between brothers and with the mother's brother. Gardens, 6'Towing 
beans and pumpkins are almost exclusively the domain of female based labour. 
Cattle-rearing was introduced to the Mayeyi after the move from the Linyanti 
Marshes to their current village sites. Prior to the move the large numbers of tsetse fly 
made it impossible to rear cattle. Systematic spraying for the insect in the 1960s made 
it possible for communities in the Caprivi to begin rearing their own herds. In 1995 it 
was estimated that there were some 15 000 head of cattle in the area east of the 
Kwando Mashi floodplains (Shereni 1994). This equates to roughly 5000 to 7000 
head of cattle in the Diyeyi region. Cattle are considered the domain of men. 
Although it is possible for a widow to control a herd of cattle, it is rare, as the sons 
usually inherit livestock from the deceased father. Young herd-boys, often orphans 
without a family to look after them, are responsible for the care of the herds. They 
work in return for food, shelter and the support of the family whose cattle they look 
after. Apart from cattle, goats, chickens and guinea fowl33 are also kept. 
33 The meat from the guinea fowl is considered a delicacy. Guinea Fowl eggs are harvested from the 
forest and are then substituted for chicken eggs, to be hatched and looked after by the chicken hen. A 
few villagers rear guinea fowl in this way for meat, mainly for their own families, but also occasionally 
for sale. 
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Prior to the forced removal in the 1960s, the Mayeyi were primarily sedentary 
hunter/gatherers. Hunting and fishing were the principle forms of protein acquisition, 
while the water lily, Nymphaea capensis, which is pounded into a thick mash and 
boiled, fom1ed a part of their staple diet. Water lilies and other tuber plants were 
collected by women at the edges of the river and marshes, while the men were 
responsible for fishing and hunting. Fish are still an important part of the diet and fish 
traps can be seen up and down the length of the channels nearest the villages. Men 
will also spear larger fish from their mokoros. 
Occasionally men will poach in the conservancy area. If they happen to see an 
animal in the bush north of the main road, they will also hunt it. This is illegal and 
according to locals can mean imprisorunent of up to three years if they are caught. 
Nevertheless poaching does occur and stories of poachers and their exploits pass into 
legend as they are retold in the evenings around the cooking fires. Local carvings 
rehearse the events around poaching as they depict poachers34 going after all manner 
of game. One of the often recounted grievances of the older men is that the creation of 
the National Park in 1990 to the south of Diyeyi and the conservancy area around the 
villages, has curtailed the hunting movements of the people, not to mention the 
gathering grounds for water-lilies and reeds. 
The Mayeyi rely heavily on the forest around their village sites. Mopani poles, 
cut and collected by men, are used extensively in the construction of houses, 
compound walls and fences. This resource, my interpreter admitted, is certainly being 
depleted through what is perhaps excessive extraction. At the same time though there 
is an awareness that resources are not limitless. For instance in a discussion with the 
Sangwali central khuta about building a bridge across the Mwanayarubi channel, one 
of the central concerns that was raised by the members of the khuta was of the 
depletion of the natural resources in the area. Grass and reeds are gathered by women 
from the dry floodplains and the edge of rivers for thatching roofs and building 
compound walls. Terrnitaria are sought out for making the mud used in house walls35. 
Men will dig and collect the soil while both men and women will pack the wooden 
frames with mud and plaster over the rough walls. The forest around the villages is 
also where the majority of the traditional healer's herbs and plants can be found. The 
34 Local carvers will eagerly point out that the character that they have carved is a poacher. One carving 
which I bought from a local conservancy game guard, he explained, depicts a poacher wearing animal 
skins with a duiker slung over his arms, crossing the cut-line (the demarcation of the park from the area 
around it) between the National Park and the Village area. 
35 There are no stones in the Caprivi. Instead hard sand is collected from termitaria. Softened with 
water and allowed to dry on the wooden wall fi·ame, tennitaria soil exhibits a concrete-like nature, 
allowing walls to be built with soil rather than just wood. 
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wooded forest around the villages is interlaced with a spaghetti-like network of paths 
that wind their way between fields and houses. 
As with many other groups throughout Africa (see Kohler 2000; Morris 1995; 
Richards 2000; van Beek & Banga 1992; van den Breemer 1992) there is a strong 
conceptual dichotomy between the village areas and the forest and floodplain around 
the villages. The divisions between village and woodland, and within woodland, will 
be explored more fully in Chapter Three. Villagers recount stories of having seen 
witches' familiars and evil spirits sent by witches while travelling these paths. Deaths 
that are said to occur through witchcraft are often attributed to traps set by witches in 
the forest paths. Other spirits are also believed to inhabit the forests, attacking unwary 
travellers, or abducting them for the spirit's sexual pleasure, or otherwise to work for 
the spirit. The forest is also held to be a dangerous place in that there are still 
considerable numbers of wild animals that pass through it. Elephant migrate between 
Zambia and Botswana and cross the Diyeyi region regularly. According to numerous 
informants, there have been a number of deaths of individuals who were walking 
home at night and were attacked by elephant. However, the elephant is not seen as a 
familiar and deaths are usually attributed to the fact that the victim was most likely 
drunk. Lions too are known to exist in the area, and there have been incidents in the 
past of an aging lion attacking cattle or children. Hyenas, sometimes considered as 
being witches' familiars, are usually responsible for taking cattle, but are also feared 
for the possibility of their attacking humans. 
To put it briefly, the forest is both a life-line for the subsistence of the Mayeyi 
people, but also a place of acute danger. Very few people venture out past the village 
areas at night. Those who do are seen as slightly reckless by other villagers. More 
concerning for the individual though is that, should they travel on foot at night on a 
regular basis, rumours may begin to circulate as to the possibility of their being a 
witch for only witches are believed to regularly travel on their own at night. 
From the second half of the 19th century onwards young men were involved in 
the burgeoning mining industry in South Africa as migrant labourers. From interviews 
with older men I found that a few Mayeyi men also made their way into Zimbabwe, 
working on farms and for the transport industry. Older men now recount their migrant 
days on the mines with pride, critically pointing out that young men today don't seem 
to do as much work as they did in the past. On the surface this observation certainly 
seems to be true, but is also a result of the loss of migrant labour opportunities for 
men. Young men now sit idle in the villages, talking of a desired future spent in cities 
like Johannesburg and elsewhere in South Africa. Women on the other hand are 
56 
Chapter 2 - Out on a Limb? 
increasingly finding work, as domestic labourers, shop salespeople, tellers and 
receptionists in the towns and cities away from the villages. Talking to the young 
people in the village, it became evident that it was predominantly women who went to 
Windhoek to work or study, while the young men tended to remain in the village. This 
is not to say that all men stayed in the village. The usual pattern of education is to do 
one's high school and matriculation in Katima Mulilo, boarding with family who live 
and work in the town. From here a few select students are accepted into the University 
or Technikon in Windhoek through bursaries, scholarships, or the assistance of a 
wealthy family member already in Windhoek. The point to note is that a significant 
amount of money remitted to the family now comes from women who work away 
from the village. This was recounted to me especially by younger women who work 
and reside for most of the year in Katima Mulilo. Men, from what I have seen and 
been told, particularly by women, tend to stay in the villages, attempting to find work 
in the conservancy or the National Park. 
The small few that manage to get an education in Windhoek usually continue 
with the professions that they studied under; meaning that there are doctors, lawyers, 
journalists and politicians who live in Windhoek, but maintain ties with their home 
villages. These ties are kept in the form of remittances, homesteads that are built for 
the eventual return of the individual, and also in voluntary village associations in the 
cities where the migrants have gone to work36. 
Another form of income generation is through the regular pension payments of 
N$300 per month that all individuals, male or female, over the age of 60 are entitled 
to. The oldest members of the family thus become the breadwinners. Apart from 
pensions, various families, particularly female-headed households, also run local 
shops or drinking taverns. 
2.3.2 The village 
One cannot really talk about the 'village' in the sense of "a group of houses and 
associated buildings" (Concise Oxford English Dictionary 1995). Certainly the 
Mayeyi do not conceptualise the village in this sense. Rather, the Mayeyi talk of 
'village areas'. Thus Sangwali Village area in actual fact encompasses a number of 
smaller villages, which are more like hamlets than villages. Each small separate 
village is a lineage grouping around the courtyard (mutara) belonging to the male 
36 For more detail on voluntary associations and labour migration between the rural and the urban see 
Trager (1998) and de Haan eta/ (2002). 
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head of the family. Residence is therefore ideally (or so say my informants explain) 
patrilocal37. The Village area, therefore, is a cluster of lineage groupings around a 
central judicial administrative building, the khuta, or council building. The lineage is 
composed of people who can trace their descent back to a common agnatic ancestor. 
As among the Zulu of South Africa, lineage relationships presuppose ties of 
consanguity through patrilineal descent (Ngubane 1977:13). However, although my 
informants stressed the patrilocal, patriline nature of kinship, in reality descent is 
based more along the lines of double descent38, rather than patrilineal descent. This 
also means that avunculocal39 and virilocal40 residence is in evidence in most of the 
villages that I visited. On top of this men could count on inheritance from both their 
father' s, and their mother's brothers. Like with many rural Zambian people the 
primary imagined community is the community of kinship (Crehan 1997:187). Thus 
with a double descent system, families can very easily find familial connections to 
families throughout the Diyeyi region. 
37 The procreated families related to a male head of the family, his married sons and his unmarried 
daughter's (Murdock 1949:34) 
38 Also known as Double unilineal descent; system whereby descent is traced through the male line for 
certain prescribed reasons, and traced through the female line for other prescribed purposes (Leach 
1971:156). 
39 
"Postmarital residence of a newlywed couple with a husband's mother's brother" (Keesing 
1975: 147) 
40 Residence with the husbands group, but patrilineal groups are absent. 
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Map 6: Satellite image of Sangwali Village Area 
Each courtyard within a small lineage cluster is a socially bounded space, 
fenced off from the village around by a high reed wall. The courtyard is often 
magically protected through the use of various charms and magical traps (to catch or 
counter barwezi and their malevolent magic) bought from local zinaka or visiting 
diviners. The social boundaries of the courtyard are acknowledged by others through 
the etiquette of announcing one's entry into a courtyard by calling out 'odi?' ("is 
anyone there, may I enter?"). 
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In my first travels to Diyeyi I was struck by the lack of depth to the lineages 
that were recounted to me. At the very most, genealogies could only be reckoned back 
to three generations, and these were basic to say the least. This could be an indication 
that the move from matrilineality to patrilineality occurred roughly three generations 
ago. It was explained to me that prior to taking on surnames each man was given two 
names, his father's name (which was not a clan name) and his own. Thus: 
First Generation 
Salushando Mulife I 
Second Generation 
I MulifeMbwe Third Generation 
Mbwe Mukwata 
Essentially some of the older informants that I spoke to would give me the name of 
the head of the family, and no other. One informant joked with me that he thought his 
grandfather was the same grandfather as another man who resided nearby, but he 
couldn't be entirely certain of it. The lack of temporal depth to the lineage is evident 
in the way that the Mayeyi speak of the bazumu (ancestors). Significantly rituals that 
interact with the ancestral spirits deal with the bazumu as a collective whole of the 
Mayeyi people, rather than as lineage ancestors. I was told that when approached in 
ones dreams by individual ancestors, they could be from either the patriline or the 
maternal family. This could be due to the lack of clarity as to which to revere. 
According to informants residence is ideally along patrilocal lines with the 
wife moving to the husband' s father's village. However, the Mayeyi enjoy certain 
fluidity in this system. In roughly thirty percent of the familial situations that I 
observed the husband will move near to the wife's father's, or wife's brother's, 
residence at marriage. A high rate of separation (interpreted as 'divorce' by my 
informants41) also means that children, when they are old enough, are able to choose 
between their mother's and father's families when they decide to settle in a village. 
These decisions are based on various criteria, including succession to headmanship, as 
a young man can weigh up his chances of becoming an induna (headman) in either his 
41 As an example: One male infotmant (whose parents had separated) has had three consecutive wives. 
Similarly his mother's sister's son has had numerous monogamous relationships that have produced 
children. This is common for many of the people that I spoke to in my stays in Diyeyi. 
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maternal or paternal family, again suggesting that there is not a strict patrilineal 
system. Before children are old enough to make their own decisions as to residence, a 
tussle between paternal and maternal families ensues whenever there is a divorce or 
the death of the mother or father. The concept of family is important particularly as 
children are considered an asset, as well as security for the future. Victor Turner 
(1957; 1967:4) points out among the Ndembu of Zambia that a man has a right to 
headmanship of his matrilineal family, and a share of the property of deceased 
matrilineal kin. On the other hand, due to the virilocal nature of residence a man has a 
right to take his wife to his village (1967:4). He noted that it was these underlying 
tensions that were continually being raised and had to be dealt with during Ndembu 
rituals of affliction. The shift from matrilineal to patrilineal systems due to changing 
modes of production and environmental factors has been noted by a number of 
ethnographers in the region (Crehan 1997; Holy 1977, 1979). 
Crehan (1997) notes that in northern Zambia family descent and inheritance 
has evolved from a matrilineal to a patrilineal system. Malan (1995) also states that 
the original inhabitants, the Luyi, from whom the Lozi people originated, had a 
matrilineal system whereby inheritance would have passed from the brother to the 
sister's son. As mentioned above the verbalised 'ideal' family structure in Diyeyi is a 
patrilineal patrilocal one, yet what is observed 'on the ground' is more complex than 
this. This was very evident in the naming ceremony or majowo that I attended in July 
2005. The ceremony takes place when a senior member of the patriline, passes away. 
The naming ceremony transfers the man's name to a male kin member who will then 
take on the rights and duties of the deceased man. In pruiicular, the renamed man 
takes the wife of the deceased (wife inheritance), thus ensuring that the deceased's 
children remain within the paternal family, rather than be taken back to their maternal 
family. In this ceremony there is a very evident separation between men and women 
as well as between the matriline and patriline. 
In 2004 one of the men of the family in question had passed away. During the 
night the family all gathered at the courtyard of the deceased's father. Straight 
away the men and women separated, with the women moving into the courtyard, 
while the men stayed outside the courtyard where they erected temporary wind 
breaks and built a large fire. Throughout the night their conversation was 
inconsequential and often joking, about who would be named by the women. The 
women of the patriline are the ones who decide, through debate and discussion 
who is best fit to take over the deceased's name. I was told that although the 
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senior male of the paternal family is allowed an opinion, the women' s decision is 
final. 
As the night sky slowly started to change colour, and a lightening 
emerged in the sky, some activity began in the courtyard. The men too, slowly 
began to wake up and rekindle the fire. Some of the older women emerged from 
the still dark courtyard and began to erect a small shelter from thin poles and 
reed mats. The rest of the women sleepily shuffled out of the courtyard and 
grouped themselves away from the men. The senior male was beckoned over to 
the women by his wife who whispered something into his ear. There was a short 
conversation before he went into the courtyard and reappeared with a blanket. 
After moving around behind the men he suddenly threw the blanket over the 
deceased's younger brother's head. This, it was explained to me was the 
symbolic 'capture' of the man. He was then meekly led to the impromptu hut 
made of reed mats. Traditionally the wife, similarly shrouded, is then led from 
the courtyard and is also made to enter the hut. In this particular case though, it 
was actually the younger brother's wife, and not the deceased's wife who was 
led to the hut. She was taking the symbolic place of the wife, who it turned was 
estranged from her husband' s family. Once in the hut, the two are meant to have 
conjugal relations and thus confirm the transferral of the rights of the deceased to 
the renamed individual. Only after the two have re-emerged are the men and 
women allowed to mingle again. 
Fig 2.2: Women (patrilineal related kin) seated in a group in the early morning during the 
closing part of the majowo (naming ceremony) 
The majowo could be regarded as a firm statement by the patriline to maintain 
the patrilineage. The mother's or wife's family is seen as a potential threat in that 
they may take the children of the deceased man, and incorporate them into the 
matriline, thereby denying the patriline the labour and later economic security 
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provided by children. Even though the deceased's wife was not even living with the 
family the symbolic continuity of the deceased's presence through his younger brother 
and his wife ensured his hold would continue over the children. However what was 
also significant was that the power in decision making regarding wife inheritance was 
given to the women, rather than the men (suggesting that spiritual sanction was more 
oriented to the matriline). 
Land is held by both men and women. Although men explained that only men 
could own land, numerous women told me that they too could inherit land through 
both of their parents' families. One male informant who told me that only men could 
own land, kept telling me of his "mother's fields" . On questioning him, it became 
apparent that the fields did not 'belong' in any sense to his mother's brother, who 
farmed with his sister on a collective basis (the brother had lands of his own in 
addition). My informant's mother had obtained the fields through her father, as well 
as fields that were essentially ' given' to her by her separated husband (my informant's 
father). Despite the articulated norm of patrilineal inheritance, the informant expected 
to inherit the land (both that which was given by his father, as well as those of his 
mother's father) in due time from his mother (he was his mother' s eldest son). 
Edmund Leach (1971:156) points out that an inheritance principle that allows both 
men and women to be endowed with property is at odds with the ideal that landed 
property should be kept in the hands of the male heirs. Male members of the family 
ought to stay together and ought to work the land in a communal effort. However, 
since new plots of land are incorporated into the family, or alternatively lost, with 
each wedding, "each new marriage creates a separate block of property interests 
which is in conflict with the ideal of maintaining the economic solidarity of male 
siblings" (ibid: 156). This contradiction in the system, as will be demonstrated, is also 
articulated through the idioms of the occult world. 
The Yeyi were originally thought to have organised inheritance and succession 
through matrilineal descent (Nyati-Ramahobo 2002:686). Malan (1995:55) suggests 
that the Mayeyi would have also been influenced by the matrilineal Luyi who 
occupied the area north of Diyeyi prior to the Makololo advance into present day 
Zambia. The patrilineal institutions of the Batawana in Bechaunaland, the area where 
the Mayeyi migrated from in the 191h century, and the Makololo would most certainly 
have influenced the inheritance and succession institutions of the Y eyi peoples. The 
Lozi of Zambia were also believed to have been influenced by the Kololo patrilineal 
form of descent (Gluckman 1951). The result has been a unique combination of 
patrilineal and matrilineal institutions that the Mayeyi, and those other groups that 
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were caught up in the warring between the Makololo and the Lozi, can draw from. 
This essentially has led to a flexible double descent system whereby individuals are 
able to manipulate their fan1ily allegiances and identities. Indeed, it doesn't take a 
very long stay in Diyeyi to find that just about everyone is related to everyone else in 
some manner or another. Moreover if a familial relationship is not immediately 
apparent (as was the case with my interpreter discussing relationships informally with 
another man in 2005), the parties will ' find' some way in which they are related 
familiarly. 
As in all matrilineal systems, the bond between the son and the mother's 
brother is particularly important. Although allegiances are supposed to be made 
between patrilineal kin, economic and emotional allegiances tended to be made 
between the men that were related through the matriline. This is particularly evident 
in the witchcraft accusations which I will deal with in the sixth chapter. Suffice for the 
moment to point out that the patriline is the first target for witchcraft accusations, and 
the most likely to be feared of malevolent magic. 
The Village judicial processes are very similar, if not in most cases identical to 
the village and local judicial processes as described by Max Gluckman (1951) in his 
book The Lozi ofBarotseland and Victor Turner's (1952) The Lozi peoples ofNorth-
westem Rhodesia. From the above sources it seems that the village structure and 
organisation of the Mayeyi was heavily influenced by both the Makololo and the Lozi 
during the 191h and early 20th Century. This influence was entrenched when the 
Mayeyi were moved to the drier village sites in the 1960s which allowed for the 
introduction of cattle, a predominantly male preserve and form of inheritance (note 
Holy 1979). It is possible that colonial authorities that instituted this move planned 
initial village structures according to the Barotse villages that they were already 
familiar with. Geschiere (1997) similarly mentions that colonial authorities in 
Cameroon influenced family structure by artificially creating patrilineage structures 
over traditional matrilineage structures. Older Mayeyi village members, although 
consulted, had little or no choice as to the move and now comment that they were 
instructed where to place the village groupings which were based on patriline 
relations. 
The Mayeyi tribal authority is presided over by a chief and his royal khuta, 
consisting of indunas (village headmen) from the principle villages in Diyeyi. Each 
village has its own sub-khuta where the induna of the village and the family headmen 
or elders sit at council. A second in command in the central, or Royal, khuta, the 
Ingambela (second in command to the chief), presides over day to day governing of 
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the district, while the chief usually only attends khuta meetings on matters of extreme 
importance. The indunas are elected from the principle villages by the villagers in 
Diyeyi to act as councillors at the central khuta in Sangwali Village. Each village 
cluster has its own small khuta. It is usually the senior induna of the village khuta who 
attends the central khuta under the Ingambela. By and large all indunas are male. 
There is however one woman who is also an induna in one of the smaller village 
khutas. She has become head of her family, and thereby the village cluster that she 
resides in, through the death of her husband. Apart from this one individual there is a 
female village elder who is considered a representative of "women's business" in the 
central khuta. In 2005 the secretary of the central khuta was a woman. This has 
nothing to do with the village position being seen as that of a woman, as prior to 2005 
the position was held by a man. 
The khuta deals with cases of divorce, inheritance, arbitrates between families 
and individuals, allocates land held by the chief to farmers, authenticates diviners42 
and deals with witchcraft accusations. Matters of violent crime are now dealt with by 
the police at the police camp situated near the royal khuta building that was created 
after the 1999 unrest43. Anyone arrested is taken into custody and has to go through 
the legal process, based on Roman Dutch Law, beginning at the magistrate's court in 
Katima Mulilo. 
A last point to mention about the structure of the village is that there are also 
three broadly defined groups that could be construed as 'classes' within the social 
structure. These are the Royal family (babafumu), those who hold [land) 
(ibatilishanyena) and those who are poor [do not hold land] (babahungwe). 
Supposedly it is possible to move between being babahungwe and ibatilishanyena, 
but not become a member of the babafumu except through marriage. Defining who 
members of the babafumu are is particularly difficult as various lineages claim that 
they descend from the original chief Matsaratsara and his successor Kuratau. 
2.4 Conclusion 
The object of the above discussion has been to contextualise the territory that the 
Mayeyi people reside in, and the part that territory plays in the identity of the Mayeyi 
and their neighbours. The Samoan author, Albert Wendt, argues that, "A society is 
42 Individuals are authenticated as diviners by the khuta by hiding an object, a coin or a piece of wire or 
anything that comes readily to hand, which the diviner must then find. 
43 The original police camp was situated just south of Sangwali Village. In 2006 the camp was moved 
to the north of the village to the area near where the new khuta buildings have been constructed. 
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what it remembers; we are what we remember; I am what I remember; the self is a 
trick of memory" (Friedman 1992:854 quoting Wendt 1987:79). In this way, the past 
that the Mayeyi recount through their narratives is very much enmeshed in the present 
identity that they portray, both to the outside world as well as to themselves. Along 
with memory are also contemporary experiences, relationships with other groups' 
boundaries and the economic rea1ities of living in the Caprivi Strip. As bas been 
pointed out above, the Caprivi Strip has been and is still a territory in dispute. Those 
in borderlands, like the Mayeyi, find themselves in an "interstitial zone of 
displacement and de-territorialization" that shapes their identities (Gupta & Ferguson 
1992:18; see also Donnan & Wilson 1999). 
Donnan and Wilson (1999:5) point out that "borders are places of internal 
conflict and accommodation". They argue that the idea that those who inhabit 
borderlands are discrete cultures that occupy similarly discrete spaces simply cannot 
be entertained (Gupta & Ferguson 1992:7). Peoples of varying cultural groups spiLl 
across borders mingling with other groups that are similarly divided, separated and 
conjoined by political boundaries. Moreover there is conflict within and between the 
groups that occupy these spaces. Thus ' borderlands' can be seen as crucibles where 
new politics of identity are formed (ibid). Yet the situation in the Caprivi seems to 
indicate that the people that reside there reify the concept of culture and ethnicity, 
arguing for discrete bounded cultures. Why is it that although individuals in Diyeyi 
seem able to cross identity boundaries with out any problems, the narratives that they 
give are of the separate polities based on ethnic ascription? 
Yet the current assertion of cultural identity by the various polities in the 
Caprivi cannot be ignored. Indeed, the idea that culture provides one with an identity 
is stressed by the elites of the various groups. The announcer at the annual Mayeyi 
celebrations in 2005 loudly proclaimed that, "A tribe without a culture is dead!" The 
Deputy Minister for Housing and Rural Affairs seemed to ratify this in his speech 
when he mentioned that, "culture plays a very critical role in the existence of any 
society" . The closing remarks of Chief Shufu at the same Mayeyi celebrations in 2005 
were, "let us remain focussed on maintaining our identity". Friedman (1992:854) has 
noted that "the emergence of cultural identity implies the fragmentation of a larger 
unity and is always experienced as a threat. It is often criminalised and often 
punished". He argues that one could expect outbursts of cultural identification to 
increase in periods of declining hegemony. It is exactly this that the Caprivi began to 
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experience with the separation of the Mayeyi from the Mafwe tribe in 1993. It is a 
significant point that during the 2005 Mayeyi celebrations, Chief Mayuni of the 
Mayuni (who consider themselves the 'true Mafwe'), Chief Moraliswani of the 
Subiya, and Chief Shufu of the Mayeyi were all in attendance. Chief Mamili, still 
recognised as the principle chief in the Eastern Caprivi by the Namibian government, 
was not invited. I am told by people who attended a similar ceremony held by the 
Mayuni the day before the Mayeyi celebrations, that Chief Mamili, was again not 
invited to this. The politics of inclusion and exclusion give clear insight into who the 
Mayeyi, and seemingly other groups as well, regard as rightful associates. 
The historical fmmation of the Caprivi Strip has significantly affected the 
ways in which not only the Mayeyi, but all Caprivian groups, operate on a day to day 
basis. Patterns of inheritance, marriage, residence, have all been influenced through 
the vagaries of larger polities and colonial interference. The institutions of the Luyi, 
the Makololo and the Lozi have worked their way into Mayeyi perceptions of the 
world such that the essential identity for the Mayeyi, as argued by the Mayeyi, is most 
likely very different to what would have been seen as essentially Yeyi a hundred years 
ago. As will be seen in later chapters the shift from matrilineal to patrilineal based 
institutions among the Mayeyi reveal the potential fault lines that are often articulated 
and expressed through occult imagery. The creation and maintenance of national 
boundaries have similarly influenced the migration of ideas and people between 
countries and between ethnic groups. The very fact that the Yeyi people as a whole 
feel themselves to be divided into Mayeyi (Namibians) and Wayeyi (Botswanans) 
again illustrates how abstract ideas such as national boundaries play a part in identity 
politics. Pertinently, for the purposes of this thesis, the historical formation of the 
Caprivi and its peoples, along with the lines demarcated as international boundaries, 
and the political climate surrounding the Caprivi, have influenced its inhabitants' 
perceptions of the occult world. 
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CHAPTER 3- CATEGORIES IN MAYEYI COSMOLOGY 
The argument put forward in this thesis is that one needs some understanding of the 
underlying cosmology of a group to be able to fully understand the dynamics of the 
occult beliefs of that group. The Mayeyi have a particular perception of the world 
around them that informs their understanding of both spirit possession and witchcraft. 
To delve into the Mayeyi perception ofthe world one needs a basic knowledge of the 
conceptual categories in terms of which the Mayeyi make sense of the world. The 
reader will no doubt notice in the paragraphs below, a decidedly structuralist 
orientation to the description and analysis of the categories that were described to me 
by my informants. First let me explain my own introduction into Mayeyi conceptual 
thought, which may begin to indicate my choice to consider Mayeyi cosmology in 
terms of a structuralist perspective. 
In my first fieldwork trips to Diyeyi I was told in interviews by both male and 
female elders of Sangwali Village area the classic Genesis story of the Old Testament 
as to when and how people were first created. Similarly, the dispersal of the people 
across the earth was recounted as the story of the tower of Babylon. Mayeyi narrative 
of the past deviates from Judea-Christian mythology, with the description of how they 
travelled from the confluence of the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers through the 
waterways ofthe Savuti Channel (now dry) into the Okavango Delta, and from thence 
back northwards to what they call Diyeyi44. 
Of interest to the discussion of the cosmology of the Mayeyi is their oral 
narrative of when they first encountered white missionaries attempting to convert the 
African populace to Christianity. Julius Senandwa, a village elder residing on the 
outskirts of Sangwali Village area, laughed while telling the story: "When the white 
priest came, he told us there was only one God. We laughed at him and said that we 
knew this already". According to oral legend, at the beginning of time, the Mayeyi 
44 As recounted in more detail in Chapter Two, 'Out on a Limb'. 
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heard a massive explosion in the east. The sky lit up on the eastern horizon and a star 
shot into the sky. It travelled slowly across the sky and disappeared into the western 
horizon. "From that time on", explained Julius, "we knew there was only one God, we 
called it [both the god and the star] Nyambe45". The Mayeyi, like the Lozi, 
traditionally recognised Nyambe as the creator of all things (see Mainga 1972:95 for a 
description of the Lozi traditional religion). Aspects of this religion have changed 
considerably since the incursion of Christianity into the region (ibid). Nevertheless, 
the term 'Nyambe' is used as the SiLozi translation of the English word ' God', 
making for an almost seamless integration of certain traditional religious ideas with 
Christianity, foremost being the belief in a single creator-god figure. 
One of the significant aspects of thought that arises from the above story of the 
star is that anything emerging from an eastern direction is seen in a positive light. The 
opposite holds for things coming from the west, which are viewed negatively. As an 
example, an easterly wind is often viewed positively. It is described as being cool and 
wet, considered positive attributes, while a westerly wind is described as being hot 
and dry (negative attributes). Good luck is meant to accompany things that come from 
the east. This attribute has been passed on to the design of houses. Most houses that I 
visited had their doors facing east, a design trait that was described to me as being the 
proper way in which to build a bouse. Although a few of my informants had houses 
with doors facing in directions other than eastwards, not one house that I came across 
had a door facing westward. Even informants, who considered themselves worldly, 
and traditions 'backward' , who moreover laughed at the idea of facing one's door 
towards the east, explained that they would never build a house with its door facing 
westward, as it was bad luck to do so. 
Although it was in 200 I that I first heard the stories revolving around east and 
west and the conceptual division between the two, it was only in 2006, somewhat 
belatedly, that I statted to apply structural ideas to the conceptual categories that the 
Mayeyi gave me, categories that I saw as having a tendency to be dualistic in nature. 
Of course, the fact that I saw a dualistic tendency in categories does not imply that it 
is the only possible order to be found, or that the Mayeyi themselves subscribe to no 
other way of viewing the world (Needham 1973 :xx). What follows in this chapter is a 
discussion of some of the categories that were recounted to me. I found that there was 
a level of homology46 between the categorical pairs that were given to me, in the way 
45 Nyambe is also the name for the Lozi Supreme Being (Mainga 1972:95). 
46 As mentioned in the introduction chapter, a homologous relationship 'assumes an orderly 
correspondence' (Levi-Strauss 1963 :232). One could also describe a homologous relationship as 
having a particular kind of logical correspondence. 
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that my informants made use of the terms in their conceptual ordering of the world. 
However, one cannot and should not fall into the trap of thinking that the conceptual 
world of the Mayeyi is a neatly ordered universe of contrasting opposites. Categories 
that were described to me are not rigidly set in their meanings. For a start pairs are 
only categories vis-a-vis their opposing pairs. My somewhat short discussion in this 
chapter only gleans part of the conceptual order that the Mayeyi recognise. 
Nevertheless, from the time that I have spent among my informants, I feel confident 
that a dualistic ordering is a significant part of Mayeyi conceptual ordering of the 
world. For one thing, it was only once I had a workable understanding of this 
cosmology (i.e. of this structuralist aspect of the cosmology) that I began to 
comprehend the discourse that revolved around the occult world. 
Most scholars now agree that conceptions of nature are socially constructed 
and that they vary from society to society. The actual content and definition of 
perceived notions of ' culture' and 'nature' is where authors find there is less to agree 
on. The idea of the nature-culture dichotomy (with culture being ascribed to humans, 
and nature to the natural environment that surrounds humans) as being universal, has 
been soundly criticised by various authors who have pointed out that it cannot be used 
uncritically as a cross cultural conception (Descola 1996; Ellen 1996; Ingold 1992, 
1996; MacCormack & Strathem 1980; Croll & Parkin 1992). Descola (1996) reminds 
us that the dichotomy between nature and culture cannot actually be seen to be a 
universal binary division as there are societies that attribute cultural attributes 
(attributes that, according to the Cartesian mind/body dualism, would be grouped with 
the human mind) to animals and plants and the 'body' . 
Many writers have been concerned with the apparent universalistic ambitions 
of the structuralist paradigm which assumes that all humans have a tendency to order 
their world in terms of certain universally held oppositions (see MacCormack & 
Strathern 1980). Other authors have countered that the recent turn in anthropology has 
been to assume, possibly incorrectly, that non-Western peoples are free from the 
limitations of dualistic reasoning (which is attached to the structuralist framework as 
dualism is seen as part of the 'grammar' that informs cognitive thought) and 
representation (Astuti 2001 :429). Thus, Rita Astuti (200 1 ), using the example of 
adoption among the Madagascan Vezo, uses a biological argument which posits 
dualism as inherent within the human mind. She uses the example of young adopted 
children who make meaning of the world through a series of dualisms, despite their 
being adopted into different cultural groups with different cosmologies. In her paper 
she puts forward a nee-structuralist argument that does not fall far from the writings 
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of Claude Levi-Strauss. Taking a less biological stance, Roy Ellen states that the 
"Opposition between nature and culture is not spurious", but rather that, "culture 
emerges from nature as the symbolic representation of the latter" (1996:31 ). The 
underlying basis of both Levi-Strauss's structuralism and Astuti ' s arguments is that 
our fundamental thought processes are structured by the tendency to establish 
meaning through the contrast of perceived opposites. These tendencies are determined 
on a subconscious level by underlying structures of the human brain, and are therefore 
universal (Levi-Strauss 1963; 1969). 
As arguing for a biological foundation in the hwnan tendency to make 
dualistic distinctions is beyond the scope of this chapter, and is not important to this 
thesis, I will turn instead to the content of the perceived categories and divisions 
found within Mayeyi culture. For the purpose of this argument then, when considering 
local categories, one needs to be aware that the nature-culture dichotomy is a cultural 
construct, not only of the people being studied, but also of the ethnographer/analyst. It 
is also useful to remember that for certain societies the nature/culture divide does not 
exist, and to talk of it as being universal would be inappropriate (Ingold 1996). 
However, for the Mayeyi at least, the construction of oppositional dualisms seems to 
be a part of their cognitive world. 
A useful paper that contributes insight into dualistic categories m Africa 
(dualism being a tendency that is evident in Mayeyi perceptions towards the bush) is 
Brian Morris' (1995) paper on Malawian47 attitudes towards marnmals. He points out 
that despite the possible distinctiveness of Malawian perceptions, in contrast to the 
universality espoused by structuralists, there seems to be a pervasive symbolic 
dualism evident in small-scale farming communities that contrasts the domestic realm 
with that of the wild (Morris 1995:305). However, the division between 
'domesticated' and wild is not necessarily homologous with culture and nature, and 
for that matter, it cannot can it be equated with the gendered metaphorical 
associations that accompany the Western perception of wild: nature: female, as, 
culture: domesticated: male (Strathern 1980). An example of this is that for 
Malawians the wild forest is associated with men and spirits, rather than with women 
who are associated with the domestic space (Morris 1995:306), a trait that I also found 
among the Mayeyi, and one which is contrary to the western dualistic notion of 
female: bush: wild, as, male: village: culture. 
This chapter explores notions of what the western world would likely view as 
the relationship between nature and culture in Mayeyi cosmology. Following 
47 Morris (1995) fails to specify as to which Malawian group his paper is based on. 
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Strathem, my analysis has a style which would "impute to other people the idea of 
nature-culture as a more or less explicit entity in their mental representations" 
(1980: 177). I will show that within this cosmology there is no real immutable division 
between 'nature' and 'culture' in the western sense of the words i.e. that nature is the 
wild body and culture is the domesticated mind. However, aspects that have been seen 
as linked to the western concepts of nature and culture are clearly evident. In 
particular, the concepts which western. commentators would recognise as 'tameness' 
and 'wildness' are important to the Mayeyi. To impose a structuralist dichotomy 
between the two would however be misleading. Rather, I will show that there is a 
division along a continuum between 'wildness' and 'tameness' that can roughly be 
equated to 'places in isolation' and 'places that are open', with a transition between 
the two marked by ambiguity, uncertainty, power and danger. Moreover there is also 
an element of complementarity that exists between the two. This is particularly 
evident in ritual. The same complementarity and uncertainty can be seen in a number 
of categories that are perceived by the Mayeyi as opposites. 
As will be shown though, dichotomous relationships are not necessarily 
uniformly homologous. As Marilyn Strathem notes of western thought regarding the 
division between nature and culture, "There is no consistent dichotomy, only a matrix 
of contrasts" (ibid 1980:177 cf. Hastrup 1978:63). No single meaning can actually be 
given to nature or culture in western thought. So it should be no surprise then that we 
find various meanings attached to bush and village in non-western societies, some 
which correspond to western notions, and some which do not. If the analyst does 
indeed find contrasting categories, it also does not necessarily mean that pole points 
of one of the dichotomies will follow on to be the same in another dichotomy. For that 
matter pole points or essential binary categories can also be seen as different by 
different cultural groups, and different individuals within those groups. Or, as Ortner 
states: 
"Nature can be a category of peace and beauty, or ofviolence and destruction, or 
of inertia and unresponsiveness, and so on and so forth, and of course "culture" 
will have concomitant variations" (Ortner 2006:440). 
Thus a day-night dichotomy for the Mayeyi will not necessarily infer any nature of 
day or night onto either category in a male-female dichotomy. Rather context 
becomes all impmtant, and aspects of night or day, male or female, are seen as 
imbued in something else (e.g. an ifiaka, a murwezi, a place and so on) according to 
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context. Victor Turner, speaking of ritual and colour classification among the Ndembu 
of what is now Zambia illustrates this point saying, 
"there is no single hierarchy of classifications that may be regarded as pervading 
all types of situations. Rather there are different planes of classifications which 
transect one another, and of which the constituent binary pairs are only 
temporarily connected" (Turner 1969:37) 
In one situation or context the distinction between two pairs will be homologous with 
another two perceived binaries, but in a different situation the homologies can be 
reversed (e.g. red/white distinction in Ndembu cosmology can be seen as homologous 
with male/female in one context, but as homologous with female/male in another 
(ibid:37) 
From my time among the Mayeyi I both saw and was told of a number of 
dualistic categories in Mayeyi cosmology. Objects, people and places are thus 
classified according to their relation with other objects, people and places in terms of 
the categories that the Mayeyi recognise. These categories inform how the Mayeyi 
perceive the world around them, and have an important part to play with the 
understanding ofthe modern world. 
3.1 Contrasting opposites and the relationship between them 
3.1.1 Conceptual spaces and animal categories 
For the Mayeyi there is no conceptual distinction made between the forest 
(mwinshumwe) , and the physical sites where current villages (kumuzi) stand, or have 
stood (limbo) in the past, in the sense that one is wild and the other tame. Although, 
linguistically and geographically, a distinction is made, as is clearly evident by the 
terms that distinguish between forest (mwinshumwe) and village (kumuzi), the 
conceptual distinction is made between forest that can be described as ' in isolation' 
(shizikasi), and forest that is ' open' (muzazi). One infmmant went so far as to describe 
these types of forest physically, saying that a forest in isolation is hot (pisa) and 
yellow, while a forest that is open is cool (tutora48) and green. Forest that is ' in 
isolation' is rarely visited by humans, while forest that is ' open' is regularly visited, or 
48 Pisa (hot) and tutora (cold) are the lexical root tenns and as such are not used in speech. The prefix 
'ku ' to both roots, forming kupisa and kututora are descriptive (adjectives) as well as being infinitives 
(to be cold/hot). 
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even dwelt in, by people. Most of the National Park to the south of the Mwanayarubi 
Channel is considered open as it is regularly visited by tourists. Moreover the park is 
also the site of the burial grounds of Yeyi ancestors prior to the forced move in the 
1960s, making it the primary dwelling place for many of the ancestors. The same 
distinction can also be made between villages where a village can be described as 
being ' in isolation' or 'open'. Villages that are perceived as being 'in isolation' are 
usually positioned on the geographical periphery of a larger village or village cluster 
and are very small in size, consisting of no more than two or three households with 
their courtyards and outbuildings. I was told that usually the inhabitants of these small 
villages had moved away from a larger village due to witchcraft fears or accusations. 
Either the members of the small village feared witchcraft attacks from the members of 
the larger village, or alternatively they had been accused of witchcraft themselves by 
members of the larger village. No-one would ever refer to their own village as being 
' in isolation' , but would easily identify other villages as being ' in isolation' . It would 
be pertinent to mention that Malengalenga, one of the largest village areas in Diyeyi, 
is believed by a number of people that I spoke to in Sangwali and Sarnudono Village 
areas to be shizikasi due to the number of barwezi (witches) that are believed to reside 
there. The term best used to describe these contrasting forest areas and villages is 
muzazi (open, friendly) and shizikasi (concealed, in isolation, secretive). 
The terms shizikasi and muzazi are verbs as well as adjectives in that they 
describe behaviour, people and places. To find an exact English translation for the 
perceived division between muzazi and shizikasi is very difficult. Rather a rough 
approximation will have to be made for the purposes of analytical discussion, 
especially as the ShiY eyi terms can be used literally and figuratively in different 
contexts. For instance, a person can be described as being shizikasi, simply for their 
desire to be alone, yet at the same time can be regarded with esteem by his or her 
compatriots. On the other hand, an individual who is disagreeable with those around 
them, sullen, or seen as operating contrary to what is considered correct social 
behaviour, can also be described as shizikasi. In contrast to shizikasi is a person who 
behaves in a friendly and open manner to others; muzazi. The important distinction 
between these two categories, according to informants, is that the concept of shizikasi 
is for a person or a thing to be in isolation from other people. To put it crudely, ' it' 
[the thing or object] or they [the person] cannot be seen by others. On the other hand 
things or people that are muzazi are in the open and can be seen by anyone who cares 
to look. They are visible to those around them. In a similar way the occult is seen as 
being shizikasi because it is concealed, or hidden, from most people. 
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To return to conceptual spaces: forest that is shizikasi is space that is seldom 
visited by humans. This is not to say that it is never visited by humans though. 
Because of the intrinsic heat (which can be physical, or figurative relating to the 
spiritual or occult 'heat') associated with places that are shizikasi, it is also the place 
where zinaka go to collect 'hot' plants to make medicines that will heat up a patient if 
ingested or applied. These plants and roots are said to have the property of 
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kupisa, to 'make hot' . Likewise muzazi forest can be a site for plants and plant 
property that is considered cool. When referring to places that are shizikasi or muzazi, 
the issue of morality does not necessarily come into the equation (despite 
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Malengalenga being referred to as shizikasi due to its perceived population of 
barwezi). By this I mean that forest that is shizikasi is not evil, but is considered 
dangerous. Part of this danger relates to the fact that, due to the isolated nature of 
shizikasi forest, it is also the place where barwezi are most likely to meet to plot 
against their victims. Barwezi are said to choose these places as their activities can be 
concealed and for the occult potency of shizikasi space. People who pass by these 
areas may also become ill after having inadvertently stepped on the footprints of 
barwezi, a form of contagious illness transmitted through the soil that has been 
contaminated by the barwezi 's presence. This is a type of amoral evil which is not 
strictly unintentional as the witches are said to want to harm others in this manner, but 
have no specific victim in mind. This kind of witchcraft is described by zifiaka as 
inadvertent witchcraft, due to the random nature of victims. The incidence of this 
form of misfortune seems to be increasing according to numerous informants, a sign 
that they take to mean that barwezi are proliferating in Diyeyi. 
Shizikasi forest is also feared for the chances of intentional witchcraft attacks 
· occurring. One case of intentional witchcraft recounted to me was of a middle aged 
man, Bernard Kasale49, who was travelling back from Katima Mulilo in his vehicle. 
He was travelling past an area of shizikasi forest when he saw an enormous whirlwind 
that covered the entire road with its whirling dust. Unable to stop he sped through the 
dust storm. Immediately upon doing so he felt a sudden weakness come to his body 
and a searing headache erupt. Weak and afraid he managed to drive back to his village 
where he apparently collapsed after getting out of the vehicle. Bernard' s wife decided 
that she must take her husband to her families' village where an ifzaka was consulted. 
The ifzaka told the family that the dust storn1 that Bernard had driven through had 
been sent by barwezi to poison him. However, on the same day that the ifzaka was 
consulted, and before anything could be done to save him, Bernard passed away. 
The sense of occult danger is also found in the fact that bush spirits are most 
likely to reside in forest that is shizikasi. Many of the meetings with spirits, both those 
of the bush, and of those sent by barwezi, occur in forest that is shizikasi, or on roads 
and paths that pass close to, or even through, forest that is shizikasi. In the narratives 
that zifzaka gave of when they first became possessed by spirits, it was invariably 
while travelling through forest that is deemed shizikasi, that they were suddenly 
overcome by possession for the first time. Along with spirits are the ghosts, or 
eghosties (see Chapter Six), that are sent to plague victims by barwezi. One young 
male informant explained to me that it was while walking on a path past forest that is 
49 Not his real name. 
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shizikasi that he saw a ghost from which he had fled. That night he slept in a friend's 
house, leaving early in the morning to find an inaka to cleanse and protect him from 
further witchcraft attacks. 
To further elaborate the meaning of shizikasi and muzazi, I must turn to animal 
categories that the Mayeyi recognise. Brian Morris (1995:301) suggests that an ' ethic 
of antagonism' towards wild animals has been seen by writers to be fostered by 
agricultmal peoples that have to co-exist with wildlife. Morris critiques this view, 
suggesting in his paper on Malawian attitudes to wildlife, that the relationship that 
rural Malawians have to wild animals is more ambivalent than antagonistic. While 
wild animals pose a danger to people and crops, they are also the source of raw 
materials and life-generating powers (ibid). The Mayeyi attitude to wild animals is 
similarly an1bivalent, and illustrates the dualism and interaction between shizikasi and 
muzazi. Most animals are held to be muzazi (open, friendly), while fewer animals are 
thought to be shizikasi (in isolation). Animals that are seen as essentially muzazi are 
cattle (inombe), certain antelope and a great many species of birds. Animals that are 
described as. essentially shizikasi are civets, genets, pythons, pangolins and aardvark. 
The animals that are described as shizikasi are said to be "very distant to people", in 
that they hide from humans. The fact that they are very seldom seen by humans is 
taken as proof that these animals hide from people, rather than that they are rare. 
Whether an animal is perceived as shizikasi or muzazi is decided, then, by the 
apparent visibility of the animal, although informants explained it as the affinity that 
the animal has towards people. Animals are thus defined in terms of an 
anthropocentric worldview, in terms of how the animal relates to humans. 
An indication that the Mayeyi do not divide the world into absolute sets of 
opposites is again found in animal categories of muzazi and shizikasi. Although there 
are certain animals that are seen as being essentially muzazi or shizikasi, other animals 
fall between the binary oppositions. This is not to say that their status is ambiguous in 
any way, but rather that they are not as muzazi as animals such as cattle. Examples are 
the rabbit (unshuru) and the duiker (unsa), which are said to want to be near humans, 
but shy away from their direct sight. The elephant (unjovu) is also said to be muzazi as 
the Mayeyi believe that it wants to be near humans and their settlements. One 
informant, when I asked whether he (and Mayeyi people that be knew) considered the 
elephant 'wild', explained that, "the elephant is a ' tame' animal (he used the English 
term) since it is always close to people. But it is also dangerous as it can kill people" . 
Like humans, the elephant also has an affinity towards water (ami) , and is again seen 
as muzazi because of this. Similarly the hippopotamus (unkaka) is perceived as being 
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muzazi for its affinity towards water and its propensity to be 'near' humans. Judging 
by the attacks and the fear of hippos though, the term 'muzazi' is not wedded to the 
literal meaning of ' friendly' . Context becomes all-important in understanding the 
meanings ofthe opposing terms ofmuzazi and shizikasi. 
More familiar perhaps to the western observer is another term used to describe 
whether an animal is considered close to humans or not. Animals that are termed 
zezera are considered 'close' to people. Most if not all animals that are seen as muzazi 
are also zezera. As the reader has probably inferred, the elephant, rabbit and duiker 
are also considered zezera. The English translation for zezera as given by Mayeyi 
informants is 'tame'. Just about all animals that are not considered shizikasi are seen 
as zezera in some way. The most surprising of these are the lion (undavo), hyena 
(umpuru) and jackal (umbwaba), which are all believed to be used as familiars by the 
barwezi. It is exactly for this reason that they are considered zezera, as they have an 
affinity with barwezi, who although being perceived as shizikasi are humans. 
In opposition to animals that are considered zezera, are animals that are 
consideted 'distant to humans', or inzaninshumwe. The closest approximation in 
meaning for inzaninshumwe would be the English term 'wild'. It is important to note 
that the terms ' tame 5°' and 'wild 51' are not exact translations of zezera and 
inzaninshumwe respectively. They are, however, the closest approximations 
seemingly available. The concept of tameness or wildness is seen through the 
apparent distance that the animal holds between itself and humans. Thus animals like 
the python, Pangolin, civet cat and genet are all considered shizikasi. All animals that 
are seen as shizikasi are also considered inzaninshumwe. So far, then, we are able to 
draw up a set of oppositions for the categories that animals fall under, remembering 
that these categories are nodal categories and that animals can also be classified 
between the two extreme oppositions. 
Visible 
Muzazi 
Friendly-Open 
Zezera 
Close to Humans 
Kututora 
Coolness 
Concealed 
Shizikasi 
Antisocial-Concealed 
Inzaninshumwe 
Distant to Humans 
Kupisa 
Heat 
Potentially dangerous 
50 Tame - (of an animal) domesticated, not wild or shy (Concise Oxford English Dictionary 1995: 1422) 
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For animal categories it is also pertinent to note that most animals that are 
shizikasi are also believed to be litohonoro; that they bring good luck or are 
auspicious. A notable exception is the aardvark which is considered wushwamana; to 
bring bad luck or inauspiciousness. However, the concept of auspiciousness or 
inauspiciousness does not equate with whether an animal is zezera or not. For instance 
cattle which are considered particularly zezera are neither auspicious nor 
inauspicious52. Neither is the duiker, a zezera animal, seen as auspicious. "They 
[cattle and antelope] are nothing" as one informant put it, while the pangolin "is 
everything". Because of their auspicious nature, pangolins, genets, civets and pythons 
are sought after by zinaka who also consider these animals as particularly potent and 
powerful. The civet skin in particular, is used in almost all healing ceremonies, as well 
as in possession trance dancing. The python's strength is also an important attribute 
that is used by zinaka through their use of the flesh and skin of captured and killed 
pythons. The pangolin, too is considered one of the most spiritually powerful animals, 
and is rarely seen by humans53. All of these shizikasi animals are also seen as having 
the property of kupisa (hot/heat). 
So why is the aardvark inauspicious while the pangolin is auspicious? Both 
creatures are nocturnal, and are equally shy of humans. Sadly none of the informants 
that I spoke to were able to furnish any explanation as to why the aardvark is 
considered inauspicious, particularly as it is not used by barwezi for any particular 
purpose (with my initial assumption that since the aardvark is inauspicious, possibly it 
is used by evil barwezi). Rather animals that are zezera make for good barwezi 
familiars. Animals that are zezera can also be seen as inauspicious or wushwamana. 
Here the reason is also slightly easier to discern. Animals that barwezi use tend to cry 
or call out at night, or as night falls. Thus the lion, hyena and jackal, which all call out 
as night descends, are considered wushwamana. Animals that cry out in the early 
morning, though, are considered to an extent litohonoro. For this reason many birds 
are considered as auspicious. A good example is the lilac-breasted roller (ukakaka) 
which is considered relatively auspicious. Reasons that were given to me were that the 
bird calls out in the morning (considered auspicious or litohonoro ), and is also very 
conspicuously coloured with iridescent blue and purple, making the bird particularly 
51 Wild - (of an animal or plant) in its original natural state; not domesticated or cultivated (Concise 
Oxford English Dictionary 1995: 1602). 
52 Remembering that prior to the move from the swamps in the 1960s the Mayeyi did not have any 
cattle whatsoever. 
53 See also David Lan ( 1985: 117), where he comments that the pangolin is linked to territorial spirit 
cults, where the pangolin is seen as the wife of the Zimbabwean mhondoro spirits. 
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visible or muzazi. These examples show that animals within a general are seen in 
relation to each other in tem1s of their being more or less shizikasi. 
Walking through a dense piece of forest with some of the villagers in June 
2002, it struck me how at home and comfortable in the bush they were. We were in 
fact walking on the island that used to be the site of Sebituane's Capital, on the banks 
of the Mwanayarubi cha1U1el, making the place limbo (previously inhabited space). At 
first I thought the forest we were walking in would be perceived as ' wild' forest or 
bush by the five men and two women who were with me (remember that in 2002 I 
was still oblivious to the dualist aspect of much of Mayeyi thought). Then the oldest 
of the men started pointing out burnt stumps in the underbrush. I took them to be the 
remnants of older trees, still rooted in the ground. I was informed, however, that they 
were actually the remnants of courtyard walls of a previous settlement, Nsheshe 
Village. Only two of the members of our group had actually lived in the village. The 
rest were too young to have been born in this village, yet all knew of the area, or had 
family who had come from the village. As such the limbo ofNsheshe was part of the 
collective history and conscience of those with whom I was walking through the 
forest. After this realisation the bush around me took on an entirely new appearance. 
Now patches of bush and grass were being pointed out as the courtyards of particular 
individuals. Moreover, we would also move between spaces that were pointed out as 
burial sites for some of the people who had lived in the village. In Chapter Two I 
described the physical move that the Mayeyi made in 1969 over the Mwanayarubi 
Chaooel. Nsheshe Village was one of the most northerly of the villages that were 
relocated. The villagers from Nsheshe settled in what is now Sangwali Village area. 
Areas that have been inhabited by the Mayeyi in the past (limbo) are perceived 
as zezera in the sense that they are cool (tutora) and are associated with people 
(muzazi). These areas are safe to travel through or stay in. Burial sites ofthe ancestors 
are also found in areas in that are limbo. I was intrigued to find a lack of what might 
be called reverence around burial sites. For instance, the burial site of the Makololo 
Chief Sebituane is only distinguished from the bush around it by a ring of clay bricks 
that have been scrounged from the foundations of the old clinic that was situated near 
the original site of Nsheshe Village. Visiting it with friends, I did not have the 
impression from any of them that the area was significant in any way, apart from the 
fact that the gravesite was a part of the collective Mayeyi history. Attending burials in 
Sangwali Village area, I was again struck by the seemingly derelict nature of burial 
sites. Initially a hardy succulent is planted around the outskirts of the grave itself. 
Water is an important part of the burial process and is poured around the grave from 
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buckets that are filled for the purpose. The ground that the body is placed into is also 
made wet before the body is lowered gently into the grave. More water is sprinkled on 
top of the grave once it is filled in with soil. The purpose of the water is to keep the 
grave cool, as death is considered kupisa. I was told that ideally the spirits of the dead 
should be kept cool and wet, rather than hot and dry. 
Areas that are associated with people are usually considered cool. However, 
areas can also be associated with people, but not necessarily be seen as cool. Fields 
are the primary example of this in that they may fluctuate between hotness and 
coolness. Fields are also often smTounded by land that is considered shizikasi, but has 
been made partially zezera through the act of farming. The older the field, the more 
zezera it is, particularly as it is visited constantly by people. The field is also 
considered zezera as it is where the Mayeyi obtain their primary means of subsistence 
from. There are often shelters that have been constructed to sleep in at fields. On 
examining the various fields that I came across, I found that newer fields would have 
a shelter constructed to provide protection from the sun, but no actual means to live 
for prolonged periods at the field itself. People would occasionally sleep overnight 
during harvest at the older fields, evident by the fact that larger shelters with reed or 
mud walls were built there. Newer fields, which are also larger as families try to grow 
enough surplus to sell in Katima Mulilo, often require longer distances to be travelled 
to reach them. When asking informants why they never slept at the newer fields, they 
would explain that they are too dangerous to sleep at, opting rather to commute 
between village and field. The fear of wild animals was often cited, but so was the 
fear of witchcraft activity, and among a few of the informants, the fear of bush spirits. 
One set of fields in particular attracted this kind of response. These fields are 
positioned about 6km south east of Mbilajwe Village, with cabbage and other 
vegetables as the principle crops. Maize is also grown in a number of large fields 
closer to the village. The cabbage fields were situated next to a river while the maize 
fields were a little further inland towards the main road and nearer to Mbilajwe 
village. The maize fields which were closer to the village had overnight shelters built 
near them, while the cabbage54 fields had none. Informants explained that the cabbage 
fields were more dangerous as they were new and that there was more possibility of 
them coming across wild animals there. However, in talking to people about wild 
animal sightings it seems there is no more chance of seeing wild animals in the new 
sites than in the old sights. If anything, more wild animals are seen at the older fields 
54 The cabbage fields mentioned here needed considerably more water than the maize fields, hence 
were situated next to a channel from which water for iJTigation was pumped regularly. 
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where people spend more time by staying over at night. Yet the perception still 
remains that there are more wild animals in the new fields. Significantly the area 
around where the new fields have been situated is considered shizikasi, 
inzaninshumwe, and kupisa. 
Part of this perception is possibly due to the peripheral nature of these lands as 
they are near the international border between Botswana and the Caprivi Strip. The 
border has possibly been reified in cosmological sense due to decades of tension 
between Botswana, Namibia, then South West Africa and the South African Defence 
Force (SADF). A colleague in Grahamstown, where I studied, recounted how the 
SADF practised a policy of scorched earth toward people who lived near the border, 
so as to clear the area of potential 'enemies'. 
The ease and comfort with which my friends moved around the island was not 
always evident in other parts of the bush. For instance, a particular wariness was 
evident around the great baobab (liwuyu) mentioned in the second chapter. A legend 
revolving around the baobab ascribes a supernatural danger to the tree, in that it is the 
residing place of matweti spirits, the ·spirits of deceased traditional healers (see 
Chapters Four and Five) who may abduct people who pass by. Although the perceived 
'danger' of the tree is increased at night, many of the Mayeyi that I spoke to seemed 
comfortable to visit it during the day. It was explained, though, that one should not 
rest for too long next to the tree, and one should certainly not fall asleep next to or 
near it. It is interesting to note that the space around the tree should be seen as 
dangerous55, even when it is surrounded by fields, both old and new. In some of these 
fields shelters have been constructed for people to stay in at night. Again the 
perceived danger at the tree is of wild animals and spirits. Yet, the unresolved 
question is, if there is a danger of wild animals at the tree, why not at a shelter less 
than 400m from the tree? No one that I asked was able to answer this for me. I would 
suggest that cosmological categories form a grammar in peoples' thinking that does 
not necessarily change as rapidly as the geography of a region. People know, in the 
sense that cosmological categories inform them, how things should be, even if that is 
not necessarily how things are. 
One of the more successful farmers in the area, Rubens Mulauli, has moved 
his entire household closer to his fields that are situated by the main road leading 
between Sangwali and Samudono villages (indicated as an individual farm/homestead 
in map 3.1. above). While giving a lift to a woman from Katima Mulilo to Lizauli in 
55 This holds for any old baobab tree. Young baobab tree are seen as less kupisa, and as such are not 
inhabited by spirits, and are therefore not as dangerous. 
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my vehicle, I was surprised by her comment that the Rubens was ' brave' to want to 
live there. On questioning her, she said that it was odd that he would want to live 
away from the village and in an area that was 'so wild' 56. The area in question is not 
more than four kilometres North of Sangwali Village area and less distant from 
Samudono. It also happens to be situated directly on the road. Why then would this 
area be seen as wild, while other areas, closer to the National Park, and further from 
the village and the road, are seen as any less wild? A year later, when I mentioned this 
to my interpreter, he corrected the term 'wild' by saying that the woman had meant 
that the area that Rubens lives in is shizikasi. Rubens' homestead is considered 
shizikasi on various levels. First the area that he farms near is already perceived as 
shizikasi. The mopani forest to the north of his farm lands are described as being 
prin1arily shizikasi as well as pisa (hot). Second, the very fact that Rubens has placed 
his homestead and farm away from other villages means that he has separated himself 
from the ongoing contact with other people, thereby making his making his 
homestead and farm shizikasi. More dangerous for Rubens are mutterings, never 
actually articulated as an accusation, that he might be a murwezi. My interpreter 
suggested that the only reason Rubens had never been openly accused of witchcraft 
was due to his friendly nature and incessant travels to visit his friends in other 
villages. On numerous occasions I would pick him up on the side of the road and give 
him a lift to wherever he was going. However, suspicions remain and another younger 
informant said it was only a matter of time before Rubens was either bewitched by 
jealous kin, or openly accused of witchcraft himself, as not only was he seen as 
shizikasi by other villagers, but he seems to be accumulating wealth in ways that other 
villagers seem unable to. One such conspicuous sign is the two large water-tanks that 
he has outside his courtyard; a costly luxury that few can afford. 
The area between the main road that runs east to west, to the border of the 
National Park in the south, is marked by numerous fields of millet, sorghum and 
maize. The area north of the road, however is surprisingly lacking in fields. Certainly, 
there are a few fields that dot the landscape, but nowhere near the amount that are 
found south of the road. Lack of water could certainly be a reason for the scarcity of 
fields in the north, as there are no tributaries of any of the rivers that extend that far, 
resulting in the area being seen as pisa (hot) and dry. Usually, the distance that has to 
be travelled was given as a reason for there being so few fields north of the main road. 
Again this was odd, as villagers would travel considerably further to some of their 
southern fields than the few that I saw north of the road. The space north of the road is 
56 She told me this is English. 
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characterised by thick mopani forest. From Batubaja through to Mbambazi there 
appears to be few fields on the northern side of the road. After Kapani in the East and 
Lizauli in the west this suddenly changes and there appears to be no difference 
between the number of fields on either side of the road. Because of the physical 
dryness and heat of the area north of the road, cosmological constructs have been 
applied to fields and dwellings in this region. 
If one looks at the figure below, the oppositions between 'wildness' and 
'tameness' can be seen. On the left of the diagram is the tamed or domesticated 
category, also considered kututora. The ideal, in that it is identified by the occupants 
r · - ·- · - · - ·- ·- ·- ·- · - ·- ·- · -·- ·- ·- ·- · - · -·- · -·- · - · - · ~ 
I 
Ambiguity, Danger, 
Power, potentiality 
Domesticated Wild Spaces, 
spaces: potential danger, 
Order, power, 
predictability shizikasi, 
Muzazi, zezera inzaninshumwe 
!. - ·- ·-· - ·- ·-·-·-·-·- ·-·-·-·-·-·- ·-·-·-·-·- ·-·-·-! 
Fig 3.1: Perceived dichotomy between domesticated spaces 
and wild spaces 
themselves as muzazi, village area is included in this category. The essential 
characteristics can be seen to be order and predictability. Animals are also perceived 
along this line of wildness and tameness, with many animals falling somewhere 
between the essential categories of muzazi and shizikasi, zezera and inzaninshumwe. 
Dogs are a good example in that they are considered domesticated and close to 
humans, but are also in some ways part of the wild (ambiguous). They are also used in 
some ways by barwezi57, but are not actually the familiars of barwezi. Animals that 
are considered completely zezera, like cattle and other completely domesticated 
animals are acted upon by barwezi in a negative manner, i.e. they are bewitched. 
Domesticated animals that are seen as necessary for the survival of people (cattle, 
chicken etc.) are killed by barwezi as an act of violence against those who own those 
animals, or rely on those animals for survival. 
57 For instance it is believed that should a murwezi take the mucus from a dog's eyes and place it in 
his/her own eyes, he or she would be able to see in the dark at night. 
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3.1.2 Shizikasi and muzazi- hot and hold 
Talking to ziPiaka, the importance of forest that is considered shizikasi was stressed. It 
was in these spaces that they were most likely to find the muti58 that they required for 
kupisa medicines (hot medicines) which are particularly important for possession 
rituals. Occasionally I would find some plants that were grown in an iPiaka 's 
courtyard for its medicinal use. These plants, the iPiaka would explain, were either 
kututora plants (cold plants), or if kupisa, had little true potency as they were not from 
shizikasi forest. An important aspect of plants that are kupisa is that they are generally 
seen as being inzaninshumwe (distant to humans/'wild'). By cultivating these plants 
they are no longer inzaninshumwe and are therefore no longer effective as kupisa 
muti. For that matter the kututora plants from the courtyard were also not as effective 
as those gathered from forest that is considered muzazi. Plants therefore had to be 
found away from settlements. Here it becomes evident that when considering forest 
and village, although there is no distinction between the two in terms of wildness and 
tameness, there is the limited distinction of forest (being all forest and bush) being 
hotter than villages. Limbo (previously inhabited space), although being described as 
muzazi is hotter than village sites, but not as hot as sites that are shizikasi. It was also 
mentioned that plants used for muti were rarely found in or near fields, and that the 
iPiaka usually had to travel either to the bush or the river to obtain muti. I was able to 
discern from the descriptions of where ziPiaka travelled to obtain their muti that 
kututora (cold) plants were usually found near rivers, while kupisa (hot) plants were 
usually found in dry woodland ·areas. This again was complementary to the 
descriptions of space that was seen as muzazi (rivers, water, floodplains and areas that 
are 'cool') and space that was seen as shizikasi (dry woodland areas, dusty patches 
that are seldom flooded). 
Healing rituals performed by ziPiaka require a complementary use of both 
kupisa and kututora muti. In all the drumming rituals that I attended, the shitono 
(pounding/grinding sticks) and umushi (pounding/grinding pot), made from mopani 
and leadwood trees respectively, were also vital constituents. These are important 
cultural tools in transforming raw grain into edible food. In ritual use the umushi was 
used to hold the cold water necessary in these rituals. Cold water is necessary for the 
'cooling down of the spirits' as spirits are seen as being intrinsically kupisa 
(hot). When a spirit possesses an individual, the possessed individual in turn becomes 
kupisa. This state is considered dangerous for the individual as they are entering the 
58 ShiYeyi= tree or plant 
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world of the spirits, which is why kututora water is necessary to 'cool' the possessed 
individual down. Informants explained that only an umushi would work for holding 
cool water (although they ascribed it to 'tradition' and that this was the way it had 
always been done, rather than any explicit connection to culture or that the umushi 
was cool in any way). What is interesting to note, though, is that trees such as the 
leadwood and the mopani, which are used extensively by the Mayeyi, are considered 
zezera (close to humans/'friendly'). To complicate the analysis somewhat, leadwood 
tends to be found in forest that is described as muzazi, while mopani tends to be found 
in woodland that is perceived of as shizikasi. Again, zezera is considered as being a 
condition of coolness. The shitono (made from mopani wood) is similarly used in 
various healing rituals. In numerous instances I saw the use of two shitono driven into 
the ground as markers of a 'staging area' of sorts, separating, and according to one 
ifiaka, protecting the patient from the outside influence of witches. 
Of interest in regard to the complementarity of shizikasi and muzazi, is the use 
of an umushi and shitono in the preparation of food. Informants told me that most, if 
not all, subsistence food, must at some stage pass through an umushi. The only food 
type that does not, is meat. Older59 informants stressed that grain prepared in an 
umushi was far superior to grain bought commercially as it had been processed using 
the traditional implements. Following from the discussion above, it does not seem 
surprising then that, although both mopani and leadwood are considered zezera, the 
one comes from areas that are invariably muzazi (leadwood), while the other is 
usually from shizikasi forest (mopani) 
In a ritual drumming that I attended in July 2004, a young girl and her son 
were cleansed of an eghosti, or evil spirit, that had been sent by a murwezi to devour 
her from the inside. Through the night she was treated by being 'sweated out' , a 
process of heating a pot of water and kupisa muti and then covering her and the 
steaming pot with a blanket. At the end of the night as the sun was starting to rise, she 
was taken from the dancing area to a tree where two shitono had been erected. Sitting 
atop an overturned umushi, she was washed from head to toe by the ifiaka and one of 
his assistants with the same water that had been heated all night, but left to cool, and 
then washed again with newer water with kututora muti. After this she was led back to 
her courtyard where she was to spend the rest of the day in seclusion, by her sister. 
She had to grasp the end of a shitono, then, with eyes closed, she was led back to her 
home by her sister who held the other end of the stick. To bring the girl back from a 
59 Admittedly some of my younger informants contradicted this saying that store-bought maize and 
millet which was already ground into meal, was more modern, and therefore 'better'. 
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dangerous polluted and hot state, the iPiaka had to spiritually heat the patient even 
more, before cooling her to a state of normal existence. 
3.1.3 Day/Night division 
Conceptual spaces become all the more prominent at night. An area that is ambiguous 
during the day becomes increasingly dangerous at night. Here again I will refer to the 
massive baobab outside Mbilajwe Village. Informants are happy to visit the baobab 
during the day, but are not as keen to do so during the night. In 2005 I wanted to visit 
and camp at the baobab mentioned above to take photographs of it at night. Mulife, 
my interpreter in 2004, was keen to join me, but said that he was very nervous about 
camping near the tree. He explained that as I would be camping there he would come 
with me, but would never do it on his own, or with anyone else. I surmise that this 
was because he felt I needed protection, as well as for the more important fact that the 
Mayeyi feel that someone should never be alone60. Eventually I went to camp at the 
tree with my girlfriend who was visiting the area toward the end of my stay61 • We 
camped near the tree on our own for one night. On returning to Sangwali Village 
people were aghast that we would attempt such a foolhardy thing. Yet, to go alone 
into the Park is considered perfectly normal and safe. This example not only 
demonstrates the danger of ambiguous wild spaces, but also points out the increased 
danger at night. 
Space that is considered neutral during the day, being neither shizikasi nor 
muzazi, is usually regarded as more dangerous at night. In 2005, the wife of an 
informant was staying in Katima Mulilo for a few nights. Expressing that he felt 
lonely at his home in the village, he decided to visit the campsite where I was staying 
and possibly spend the night in the small hut there. In the middle of the evening as we 
sat around the fire chatting, we all suddenly fell silent; sensing that something or 
someone was watching us. With a look of utter fury on her face, was my informant's 
wife standing in the shadows. She let loose at him with a string of ShiYeyi, far too 
60 This was brought home to me on my daily walks between Sangwali Village area and my campsite in 
2004. Whenever I set out anywhere on my own, I was soon joined by someone who would say to me 
that they would "give me company" . On occasion, whoever I bumped into would even change the 
direction of their journey so as to "give me company". 
61 In retrospect I realise that this may have been foolhardy as some people may have seen me as 
disregarding their beliefs about the tree. Thankfully attitudes didn't seem to change towards me, 
partially, I surmise, based on the fact that I' d been seen to be vastly curious about spirits. As one 
woman commented at a drumming, "watch him, he's about to become possessed" . Another informant 
also indicated that the gossip around me was that it was only a matter of time before I became 
possessed. 
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rapid for me to follow. I took my cue, not wanting to interfere in any way, and walked 
away from the argument. For a good hour the haranguing went on, although only half 
of it was by the wife. The next morning the young boy who was working at the 
campsite explained to me in vivid detail (he seemed to have enjoyed the fight) what 
had been said between the two. At first the shouting was all done by the wife who 
berated her husband for having left the homestead. She believed that he had come to 
the campsite with another woman and was carousing with her away from the village. 
In her anger she set out on foot at night to cover the four kilometres between the 
campsite and the homestead so as to catch him in the act, 
The second half of the haranguing was done by my informant. He was furious 
that his wife had actually set out at night to cover the ground between the homestead 
and the campsite. He apparently admonished her to never travel on foot alone between 
villages or fields again. He apparently said that the distance covered was dangerous 
due to the animals that cross from the Park towards the village. However, he also 
spent a good deal of time explaining that there were people who wanted to bewitch 
him and his family and that she had put herself at great risk by travelling at that time 
of the night. She had also put herself at risk of being accused of witchcraft herself, as 
it was explained to me that only barwezi would travel away from villages at night on 
their own. 
Travelling back from Malengalenga Village area one night with an iflaka and 
her grandchild in the vehicle, we passed a man walking in the dark between village 
clusters. The immediate suspicion among those in the vehicle was that the man had to 
be a murwezi, for why else would he want to walk between villages at night? Of 
course, walking between villages at night is certainly not out of the ordinary. 
However, the use of certain paths, it would seem, is. For example, walking along the 
path between Mbambazi and Sangwali at night is considered foolhardy, due to the 
elephant that often cross this stretch of land at night, but certainly not in the sense that 
there is an occult danger of an attack through witchcraft or a chance meeting with 
bush spirits. Other paths on the other hand pass through areas that are considered 
dangerous in terms other than wild animals. One path near Malengalenga is renowned 
for being used by barwezi. An ifzaka in Sangwali has now treated two men who he 
claimed walked at night over the footprints of barwezi who used the path, thus 
becoming afflicted by mucalela (witchcraft trap). 
The road that my informant's wife walked down is a well-worn path between 
the Mwanayarubi Channel and the old site of Nsheshe Village. Every day men, 
women and children traverse back and forth, taking cattle out to graze, collecting 
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water, water-lilies, reeds and grasses, as well as going to wash clothes and tend fields. 
During the day little heed is taken of any ' dangers' in the road. Occasionally one's 
travels will be interrupted by a herd of elephant, which are watched warily by the 
walkers who never actually go near the animals. During the night though, the road is 
rarely travelled on foot. Another informant explained that it was while walking near 
the edge of the village, on this particular road, that he saw an evil spirit that left him 
feeling teiTified and sick. He apparently ran to a friend's house where he spent the 
night sleeping on the floor, rather than continue his jowney to his own home. 
If the night is considered the time of the occult and potential danger, it is also 
seen as being intrinsically shizikasi, while the day is a period of zezera. The reasoning 
I was given is simple: at night one is unable to see things, the world is hidden. For this 
reason it is the time when beings, both occult and natural, that are considered shizikasi 
and inzaninshumwe, come out. Following Mary Douglas (1966) and her book on the 
sacred nature of the interstitial zones between categories (the ambiguous is often 
subject to taboo), it is interesting to note the perceived spiritual efficacy ascribed to 
the period between night and day. This becomes quite evident the more rituals one 
attends. In the above example of the young girl who was cleansed of an eghosti, I 
mentioned that she was only taken to be fully cleansed at dawn. Zinaka I spoke to 
explained that the best time for any ritual to reach its completion is just before the sun 
rises. Preferably the ritual should reach its spiritual climactic point as the sun touches 
the horizon. In other rituals that I attended I soon found that possession ceased, often 
abruptly, as the sun rose, that the final medicines would be drunk, or the patient 
washed as the sun made its appearance, or just prior to this. 
Along with the night being seen as shizikasi, it is also perceived of as being 
'hot'. Although the physical temperature drops at night, informants would explain that 
one feels physical heat more during the night. Watson, an ifiaka that I came to know, 
described how one tosses and turns at night because of the heat. During the day, 
however, even when it is blisteringly hot, one is able to find a place in the shade to 
sleep peacefully. The night is also a period that the spirits 'wake' up. Watson 
explained that the reason that the spirits wake up is that the night is kupisa, like the 
spirits. 
This is not to say that there is a precise boundary between night and day that 
can be mapped out in terms of minutes, or, for that matter, that there is a fixed 
division between inzaninshumwe ('wild' /distant to humans) and zezera ('tame' /close 
to humans), or again between that of shizikasi and muzazi. The very conception of 
time requires a processual variation and gradation through the day of lightness and 
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darkness. The intermediate period itself becomes the border between the two 
conceptual categories (Barth 2000: 18). 
3.1.4 Male and female 
As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, traditionally the homologies (or 
metaphoric associations) of the western view of the nature-culture dichotomy has 
been female:wild:natural, as, male:culture:domesticated. Brian Morris (1995) shows 
that in rural Malawi this conception of nature-culture does not hold. Here (i.e. in 
Malawi) men are the ones who are associated with the bush while women are 
associated with the domesticated space, the village. I came across similar perceptions 
of men and women in Diyeyi. It was explicitly stated to me that men are associated 
with the forest, while women are associated with the village, i.e. the opposite 
conception of nature-culture to the conventional western view. I also found significant 
it that I was told by numerous men that women were the ones who knew about Y eyi 
culture. Indeed, many of my interviews around Mayeyi culture were conducted with 
women. Of course men often had very different ideas about their culture, particularly 
regarding male roles within in the village. 
One afternoon I was sitting in a friend's courtyard discussing the concept of 
hot and cold, when I asked whether he felt that women were intrinsically any hotter 
than men. He answered that they most certainly were and this was why they were so 
easily possessed by spirits. His wife intetjected, though, saying that men were hot as it 
was men who argue, here implying that quarrelling also brings about a condition of 
kupisa. Apart from this comment, I was told by both men and women that women are 
generally seen as kupisa, while men are considered kututora. My interpreter's wife 
described men as having "bigger hearts", linking this with the capacity for reason. She 
suggested that men were therefore able to think about things more slowly than woman 
could. On the other hand women are perceived of as being 'faster' thinkers than men, 
thereby giving them the attribute of heat. The important point is that there is no moral 
attachment to the concepts of hotness and coldness. Among the Sotho people, 
Hammond-Tooke (1981) sees little or no attachment of the fisa complex with 
morality. Context dictates whether or not heat is a sign of immoral behaviour. For 
instance, an adulterous couple are said to be kupisa. A married couple on the other 
hand are kututora except when the wife is menstruating, pregnant, or just after having 
given birth. For the married couple, the condition of kupisa is not immoral in any 
way, although it is dangerous as the heat can affect others in a negative manner, and 
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so various rules revolve around the manied couple who are kupisa. An adulterous 
couple on the other hand are engaging in what was described to me as immoral 
behaviour. Their condition of kupisa is highly contagious due to its immoral nature, 
and is extremely dangerous to individuals who are considered particularly vulnerable 
to the condition of kupisa, such as, unborn infants (foetuses), newly born infants, and 
pregnant women; all people who are already considered kupisa to a certain degree. 
Although both men and women articulate that men are dominant or more 
important than women, the difference between the genders actually varies. In Chapter 
Two I described how the descent system is actually based on a double descent system 
that leans towards matrilineal lines. This is not to say that society is more egalitarian, 
or that women have more say in decision making though. Men are still predominantly 
in charge of resources and the administration of the Mayeyi group62. However, due to 
the perceived differences between men and women in Mayeyi society, women are 
seen as dominant in certain contexts. Here one should note that due to the intrinsic 
heat of women they are believed to be dominant in social situations of life and death. 
Thus, it is women who dress the body of a deceased relative. It is also women who 
play a larger role in the spiritual affairs of the Mayeyi people, both in Christianity and 
in the spirit cults that are found in Diyeyi, although the individual most likely to lead 
these cults, are often men. 
Although men are seen as being kututora, both men and women have traits 
that can be identified as kupisa or kututora, and depending on who is doing the telling 
(a man or a woman), one of the genders is hotter while the other is cold. However, 
certain comments by both men and women draw out certain characteristics that lean 
men towards being kututora while women are more likely to be kupisa. The 
description of men being able to think slowly, the fact that they are seen as having 
more control in situations where others become possessed indicate that men are 
'cooler' than women in Mayeyi conceptions. Women menstruate, bear and give birth 
to children, described as an intrinsically hot process. Moreover they are the ones 
described of as being more prone to possession by spirits due to their 'hotter' nature. 
The above, rather than being a contradiction, is an example of 
complementarity. Men, although kututora, are associated with the forest and hunting, 
realms that are considered kupisa63, while women, although largely kupisa, are 
associated with the domesticated space and culture, both kututora. Thus a mixture of 
62 A similar situation to the Ihanzu of Eastern Tanzania (Sanders 2000:474). 
63 Here I must stress that the forest is seen as kupisa in relation to the village, or lived in sphere. I 
reiterate that there is no real distinction between forest and village in terms of wild and tame. Rather 
the distinction is made between shizikasi (isolated) and muzazi (open) forest. 
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cold and hot is necessary for a balanced existence. As one man said to me, although 
women are quite capable of doing what men do, either the bazumu or the spirits might 
not be happy if women were to hunt or do "men's business". However, the conjoining 
of men and women, kututora and kupisa, is where transformations occur (see Sanders 
2000:481 ); e.g. children are conceived and the spirit world can be contacted (see 
Chapter Four). 
3.2 Reality divided 
The Mayeyi, like many people across the African continent, divide their world into 
two distinct realms. Todd Sander's (200 1: 169) discussion of the Ihanzu cosmology in 
Tanzania is a useful correlate in this case. The Ihanzu, as with the Mayeyi, recognise 
a manifest world that is visible, plain and 'obvious' to all. The stuff of ordinary daily 
life, hunting, herding, politicking, farming, cooking, fishing, all take place in the 
manifest world. What is important to the Mayeyi is that these ordinary events and 
activities are visible. The visible empirical world the Mayeyi call livu. Running 
parallel to this manifest world is the realm of witchcraft, ancestral spirits, and bush 
spirits; i.e. the occult world. The Mayeyi that I spoke to consider this world as being 
parallel to the visible world since entities within the occult world can exist in the 
same 'space' as an ordinary mortal, yet the person cannot necessarily see the occult 
entity. So the occult is concealed. Moreover, the occult world is believed to impact 
upon the lived empirical world. For the Ihanzu, most of their everyday activities are 
guided and shaped in fundamental ways by unseen occult forces (ibid: 169). For the 
Mayeyi, as with the Ihanzu, control over these forces is essential. 
As the occult world cannot be seen it is thus considered shizikasi (in isolation, 
concealed), inzaninshumwe (distant to humans) and also kupisa (hot). For many of the 
people that I asked there is no actual word for the occult in the Mayeyi language. This 
doesn't mean that this world is regarded as being separate though. Instead, informants 
would explain that the world could only be described, not named. One informant said 
that the occult world was like the wind, mupopo. As one of my informants pointed out 
to me early in my research, wind can be felt, but cannot be seen; only the effects of 
wind can be seen. Another said that the occult world was like a fountain of water; a 
place to go to get everything that one needs. Most importantly though, the occult 
world is hidden, or concealed, to all except those who have been invested with 
powers or abilities to be able to see into this world. 
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Although the occult world is said to be separate from the visible world it is 
also believed to be an intimate part of the empirical world. For the Mayeyi the 
existence of an occult world is a given fact. One could possibly explain the occult 
world as an alternative or complementary reality to the empirical world (see 
Goodman 1992), although this does not illustrate properly the complexity of the 
interrelations between the occult world and the lived empirical world. Despite being 
distinct and separate to the empirical world, or livu, the occult world is both 
influential and dependent on the empirical world. Watson, an inaka from Samudono 
Village area explained that, "they [the worlds] are separate but they are the same". 
The occult world is not merely a neutral landscape that can be perceived, or even 
passed into by those with the knowledge of how to do so, it is a place where "power 
hovers" (ibid:4 7). Here the reader should remember that the occult world is 
considered shizikasi and inzaninshumwe, both of which are considered dangerous, but 
also powerful. Contact with the alternate world can, according to Goodman, invest the 
individual with powers and abilities, protection and fortune (ibid:47). However, the 
power found in the alternate reality can also be dangerous. 
The occult world, although also a part of the empirical world, is seen as a 
separate dualistic opposite to the livu, or lived world. In this sense the occult world is 
considered shizikasi and inzaninshumwe. The livu is seen as muzazi and essentially 
zezera. Nodal points connect the occult world with the livu. The graves of ancestors, 
baobab trees and forest that is considered shizikasi, become places in space where the 
occult world and the livu become entangled and intertwined, such that spirits, ghosts 
and demons can potentially be seen. Barwezi and zifiaka seek out these places for the 
potency and power than can be found there. I will discuss the entities that populate the 
occult world in Chapter Five, and the individuals that draw power from this world in 
the following chapter (Chapter Four on zifiaka) and Chapter Six (barwezi) 
3.3 Conclusion 
From the discussion above we are now able to draw out some of the dualisms within 
the Mayeyi cosmology. These dualisms are homologous in ce1iain respects, but this 
does not necessarily mean that, as Levi-Strauss argued (, the one category would 
always dominant over the other. Rather, we find that complementarity exists where 
the two pairs have to operate in union. Where one aspect of the dualism is stronger in 
the Mayeyi cosmology that aspect defines the person, place or thing. Thus in some 
situations the one leg of the dualism is dominant, while in others they are more 
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balanced. To take an animals as an example: the cow (ifiombe) is almost essentially a 
zezera animal. The elephant (unjovu) is also considered a zezera animal, due to its 
perceived desire to be near humans. Although the elephant's zezera nature is 
dominant, it is also partially inzaninshumwe. When considering humans: the 
individual is ideally perceived as being muzazi and kututora. However if this is 
subverted, and the person becomes shizikasi and kupisa, they enter a period of 
spiritual danger which can manifest itself in affliction or illness. 
The rough categories that can be drawn out of the nan·atives and discourse 
surrounding the perceived occult and natural world can now be summarised as (and I 
now give all the meanings to a particular word): 
Concealed 
Shizikasi (in isolation, secretive) 
Inzaninshumwe (distant to 
humans, 'wild') 
Kupisa (Hot) 
Occult World 
Potential power 
Visible 
Muzazi (open, friendly) 
Zezera (close to humans, tame) 
Kututora (Cold) 
Empirical World (livu) 
Mundane 
The pairs above are roughly homologous through a primary division of visible versus 
concealed. Each of the terms above can be defined through the essential visibility that 
it has to humans, and indeed was described in this way to me by my informants. Thus 
anything that is considered shizikasi is hidden or concealed, while anything that is 
muzazi is in the open or visible. The terms inzaninshumwe and zezera similarly equate 
to each other in terms of relative visibility to humans. 
Contradictions do exist in this cosmological pattern, and they are significant. 
Contradictions are found where the ' ideal' order is inverted. The reader will no doubt 
have noticed that animals, places or things that are shizikasi or inzaninshumwe are 
generally held to be litohonoro (auspicious). However, barwezi are also considered 
shizikasi and inzaninshumwe. I don't think that the point needs to be laboured that 
barwezi are not considered auspicious. In a broadly similar vein, cattle (ifiombe) are 
muzazi and zezera, and yet are not viewed as being inauspicious in any way. The same 
can be said for most things that are close to humans. 
Hammond-Tooke (1981: 112) found in his exploration of Sotho beliefthat.fz.fa, 
literally meaning a state of hotness, is associated with certain mystical states, caused 
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either through heat or through contact with an evil or contagious force. There are both 
positive and negative attributes to this notion of the body being 'hot'. For instance 
Luc de Heusch (1987:30) shows how among the Tonga sickness is seen as a result of 
excessive heat. Mayeyi Zinaka would explain to me that various misfortunes will 
affect the relative temperature of a patient. Although a patient is not described as 
being made hot by a spirit or illness, they enter a condition of hotness (kupisa). To 
alleviate this condition they must be cooled down (kututora). However, the 
complimentary use of hot and cold must be used to initiate a cure, as described above. 
Thus, before a patient is cooled down and 'washed', they must first be 'sweated64' and 
heated up. The same is seen in followers of spirit cults. To become possessed they 
have to heat themselves to a point that their bodies become hot enough for the spirits 
to want to enter them. This will be described in more detail in the account of an all-
night drumming (shiumbo) below (Chapter Four). 
Complementarity is required between the dualistic opposites for there to be 
balance in the world. Questions of morality arise when dualisms are inverted, thus a 
village that is ideally muzazi, becomes renowned for witchcraft when it is perceived 
as isolated from other villages or people. It is shizikasi when it should be muzazi. 
However things that are naturally shizikasi are also imbued with mystical power, as 
evidenced by shizikasi and inzaninshumwe animals such as the civet and the genet. 
One cannot ascribe goodness or evil to either of the oppositional categories shizikasi 
and muzazi. Taken in context, however, the meaning of shizikasi, which is already 
powerful and dangerous, can become negative or immoral. 
In the seventh chapter I will return to the question of dualisms in relation to 
the category of insider and outsider. Here I hope to demonstrate that the outsider, or 
foreigner, is seen as shizikasi. Because of this notion outsiders are viewed with a 
certain amount of distrust. This distrust also manifests itself in the reifying of cultural 
boundaries, not by anthropologists or other analysts, but by the actors themselves. 
64 The process described where the patient is made to sit over a steaming pot of water with a heavy 
blanket drawn over their whole body. 
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CHAPTER 4 - THE lNAKA: THE POSSESSED MEDIUM 
In rituals of healing and purification, the movement from affliction (disorder) to cure 
(order) requires boundary crossing (Werbner 1989:61, Douglas 1966). The liminal 
character of the shaman or traditional healer means he/she is the person most able to 
cross perceived boundaries between the spirit and the empirical world. For the Mayeyi 
the traditional healer (inaka) is a person who can mediate between cosmological 
categories, and as such have influence upon the occult world, as well as the empirical 
world (a division I will discuss in more detail in Chapter Five - suffice it at this stage · 
to point out that the Mayeyi recognise a division between the two). 
As Adam Ashforth (2005:50) points out, the term 'traditional healer' is 
something of a misnomer, as it conjures up ideas of timeless unchanging traditions. In 
reality, traditional healers are constantly innovating in their healing practices and 
symbols65. For this reason I prefer to use the local ShiYeyi term for a traditional 
healer, inaka, plural ziiiaka. These terms are used to cover all traditional healers, be 
they herbalists, mediums, or diviners. So as not to confuse the reader I will continue 
to use the English term, ' traditional healer', when the ShiYeyi term is inappropriate, 
but ask that the 'baggage' that accompanies the term be borne in mind. To 
differentiate between the various categories of traditional healers the iiiaka is defined 
as being a man·veti inaka, injira iiiaka, and so forth, using the type of spirit cult that 
the iiiaka is attached to as a prefix. In Zambia, according to Reynolds (1963:48) the 
term ng 'aka was used in the same manner by the then Barotse. In Katirna Mulilo, the 
SiLozi term ngaka (spelt in this manner, different to Reynold's use of the 
aforementioned spelling) is still used, but people switch back and forth between 
SiLozi and ShiYeyi in relation to whom they are addressing. Phonetically, the two 
terms are very similar in any case. All healers that are attached to spirits are capable 
65 
' Indigenous healer' would certainly be a better term. However, there is already a rich body of 
literature referring to ' traditional healers ' and healing techniques. Rather than confuse the issue I will 
retain the term 'traditional healer' . 
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of divination with the aid of the spirits themselves. In effect, the spirits inform the 
inaka, who in turn informs clients or patients. An herbalist only has medicinal 
knowledge of plants, and not of the occult. They are described as "zifzaka who just 
heal [medical conditions] (kupanga)". On this note, as with the holey spirits of 
Nigeria, of which the Hauka66 spirits are a type, each spirit category has a tendency to 
specialise in a type of affliction (Henley 2006:750; Reynolds-Whyte 1997:60). Thus, I 
found that injira zinaka tended to treat patients with illnesses that caused physical 
deformity, while mat-vveti zifzaka often dealt with respiratory problems. 
The Mayeyi occult world is populated by various spirits, these being the 
bazumu, matweti and injira spirits, as well as the shirubi spirit. More nefarious spirits 
sent by barwezi are also believed to exist in the occult world. Individuals who are 
able to impact upon the occult world are the zinaka who are associated with the 
ancestral and bush spirits, the barwezi (see Chapter Six), who are associated with evil 
spirits, and outsiders to the Mayeyi referred to as mabivo (more on these individuals 
in the following chapters). More elaborate descriptions of the ancestral and 
bush/forest spirits will follow in the fifth chapter, but to introduce them: the bazumu 
are the collective ancestral spirits of the Mayeyi people, while the matweti spirits are 
described as being the ancestors specifically of traditional healers. The injira spirits 
and the shirubi spirit are considered to be forest or bush spirits which reside in 
shizikasi forest/bush. The matweti and injira spirits are both described as consisting of 
a host of unidentifiable individuals, all with human form. Significantly when either 
the matweti or the injira spirits possesses someone, he/she is spoken of as being 
possessed by spirits in the plural form, not of being possessed by a single spirit. The 
bazumu, on the other hand, are identifiable when they approach their lineage 
members (both matrilineal and patrilineal) through dreams. Possession does not 
usually occur by the bazumu, although they may inflict illness or misfortune if they 
feel that they have been neglected. Contact with the bazumu is usually through 
dreams or by way of divination. Unlike the other spirits mentioned above, the bazumu 
have no qualms about approaching a religious ' layperson' amongst the Mayeyi 
through dreams. This is said to occur often when an individual needs guidance in 
decision-making and the bazumu approach through dreams to assist. Different to the 
other spirits is the shirubi spirit, which is not only an individual spirit, but is also 
immediately identifiable to its followers by its physical appearance of only being a 
half formed body (more detail below). The very basic difference between these spirits 
66 Similar to the bori and zar spirits in hausaphone Africa (Boddy 1989: 125-133) 
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is mentioned below as it is integral to understanding the traditional healer categories, 
as each spirit type has its own following of adepts and neophytes. 
4.1 The wounded healer 
By and large, zinaka experience possession affliction before they become traditional 
healers. For the Mayeyi possession affliction involves an individual experiencing a 
traumatic illness that is often explained as "madness", or that the person is prone to 
fits of sudden "abnormality". According to informants, afflicted individuals exhibit a 
range of symptoms from speaking in an incomprehensible language (tongues), 
running wild into the forest, screaming at people who wear red clothing, and at its 
most extreme, eating human and canine faeces. Sufferer's families explain how the 
afflicted person becomes disagreeable towards others, refuses certain foods, and is 
generally unpleasant to have around. Informants explain that only wild animals or 
dogs will eat faeces, while the colour red is abhoned by most of the spirits that the 
Mayeyi recognise because the colour represents blood to the spirits. Blood, it was 
explained to me, is also symbolic of violence, something that I was told was 
anathema for the Mayeyi. Most important is that the behaviow- of the afflicted is not 
only uncharacteristic of their reported personalities prior to their illness, but is seen as 
a loss of control of body and personality. Moreover the afflicted individual takes on 
the traits of someone described as shizikasi (in isolation). Running into the forest is 
seen as a movement, controlled by the possessing spirits, to join the spirits in the 
shizikasi part of the forest. 
Tonance (1994:104) points out that it is quite common for unforeseen 
possession and its ensuing illness to initiate a traditional healer' s or diviner's 
vocation. Lewis asserts that there is an abundance of shamanistic cultures that 
emphasise a traumatic illness or experience as a "necessary precondition" for the 
shamanistic healer ( 1989: 165). Mircea Eliade, one of the earlier writers on spirit 
possession, explains that the experience of sickness, dreams or ecstasy constitute an 
initiation for the possessed individual from the profane world to that of becoming a 
"technician of the sacred" (1994[1951]:33). Michael Taussig also points out that: 
... . ... folk healers and shamans embark on their careers as a way of healing 
themselves. The resolution of their illness is to become a healer, and their pursuit 
of this calling is a more or less persistent battle with the forces of illness that lie 
within themselves as their patients (1986:447). 
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Sickness, or some sort of trauma, therefore constitutes a prerequisite to 
becoming a traditional healer or shaman, while the threat of continued illness acts as a 
motivation to continue in this vocation. Should the individual refuse the call of the 
spirits they will fall ill once more, with the possibility of never being able to recover. 
"I was scared not to obey the spirits" is a theme that ran almost uniformly through the 
narratives of zifiaka who had not actually fallen ill prior to taking up their vocations. 
For these zifiaka vivid contact through dreams was the call to the profession. In these 
dreams the threat of illness as punishment for refusal. 
Mary Douglas (1966:95) explains that for the person who travels to the 
inaccessible regions of the mind through madness, and to the geographical and 
dangerous region of the wild, powers become available that are not available to those 
who have stayed in control of themselves and their society. Occasionally a possessed 
individual is able to refuse the call of the ancestors and be cured of the possession 
illness by 'washing' the spirits out (exorcism) with the aid of an all-night drumming 
(shiumbo ). However, it was explained to me by numerous zifiaka that this is rarely 
successful, other than temporarily, as once the spirits had chosen their medium, they 
would stay with that person. 
The theme of the 'wounded healer67' is an important one.Jnaka informants of 
mine stressed the fact that they had not wanted to become traditional healers when 
they were initially called to the vocation, either through illness or dreams. According 
to Lewis (1989: 165), the initial traumatic experience validates the healer's abilities to 
heal. Interestingly, the story of one female ifzaka, who adamantly insisted that she had 
not wanted the spirits to affect her, was told in a rather different way by the ifiaka 
who healed and assisted her in her training. Apparently the female ifiaka bad wanted 
the spirits so much, that they had been driven away, scared off by her desire for them. 
Certainly, non-inaka informants of mine indicated that anyone who desired to become 
an ifzaka (other than a herbalist, who has no dealings with spirits) was only trying to 
do it for the money that they might earn, and was therefore not a 'genuine' ifiaka. For 
them, authenticity was gained by being called to the profession through affliction and 
the desire to meet the needs of the spirits, rather than that of the individual. 
The powers that an inaka has are seen by many ordinary Mayeyi as having 
been acquired in a completely different way to that which the zinaka explained to me. 
67 The idea of the ' wounded healer' has become common-place in almost any literature on folk healing 
or shamanism. In antltropological literature it is first mentioned in Eliade's (1951) book Shamanism, 
which was then translated into English from the original French. However an earlier mention is the IV 
part ofT.S. Eliot's (1940:12-13) East Coker, where he writes ofthe "wounded surgeon" and healing 
that can only be found tltrough disease. 
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Talking to people while attending rituals, as well as during the day away from the 
context of ritual activity, they would express their concern that zii1aka obtained their 
powers through the witchcraft murder of a family relative. This murder, informants 
explained, would allow the ii1aka to perform magic and communicate with the occult 
through the spirit of the murdered family member. Zinaka that I spoke to vehemently 
denied this, saying that the only way that an ifiaka can gain their powers is through 
the spirits that bestow these powers upon the individual. Nevertheless, while zii1aka 
are greatly respected, they are also feared for the possibility that they may resort to 
witchcraft against their enemies. More worrying still is the fear of ziiiaka bewitching 
people so as to gain clients68. The idea that zifiaka gain their powers through 
witchcraft was explained to me by participants during a divination where the ifiaka 
suspected of acquiring his powers through ritual kin murder was called in by a family 
in the Sangwali Village area. He was sought out to divine who was responsible for 
stealing a wallet containing money from a household during the day. This is not to 
imply that the ifiaka had indeed obtained his powers through the ritual murder of a 
relative, but it was feared to be the case by some of the villagers. Due to this 
suspicion the divination itself questioned, and ultimately thought to be false. This is 
not an uncommon fear in Africa and can also be found in urban contexts, as is 
evidenced by the comment given to Adam Ashfm1h in urban Soweto in South Africa 
regarding traditional healers: "A witch is a witch and only a witch knows how 
witchcraft works" (Ashforth 2005:66). 
Of the few zinaka who claimed that they had not become ill prior to becoming 
diviners, all were mopini stick diviners. Divining with a mopini stick, which only men 
can do, involves the use of a stick (the stick can also be a miniature axe or hoe), 
resting on soil, through which the inaka communicates with the bazumu (the use of 
the mopini stick is described below in section 4.2). Apart from dreams, mopini stick 
divination is the principal method of communication with the bazumu, or ancestral 
spirits. Some of these sticks are simple smooth shafts with a rounded head or 
pommel, while others are more elaborate, with engravings, or seeds attached to them. 
One mopini stick that I saw, belonging to the iflaka who divined who had been 
responsible for the theft of a wallet containing money, had monkey skin wrapped 
around the pommel. When I first saw it being used, onlookers said to me that they 
believed the skin to be human skin. It was only later that the iflaka in question said it 
68 Along the theme of the diviner turned witch are papers by Auslander ( 1993) and Smith (2005), who 
both have accounts about diviners who are first welcomed into the community to find and expel 
witches, only to be expelled themselves when they in turn are accused of witchcraft. 
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was monkey skin. Even if mopini stick zifzaka claimed that their vocation was not 
precipitated by an affliction, they all stated that, should they abandon the vocation of 
divination, they would subsequently fall ill and possibly even die. Rather than illness, 
their divining abilities were precipitated by dreams, of such vivid lucidity, that they 
could be seen as traumatic in some ways. 
4.2 The floating stick- mopini stick divination 
Most lineage groups have a mopini stick ifzaka amongst their ranks. Ideally the 
mopini stick ifzaka has a close tie to his patrilineal lineage ancestors, and is consulted 
by kin members regarding suspicions of witchcraft and also of matters concerning the 
bazumu. However, the corporate nature of the Mayeyi as a whole is evidenced by the 
fact that I often found mopini stick zifzaka being consulted by non-kin. The 
explanation for this is given in the statement, "but we are [ail] Mayeyi". The ifzaka is 
able to communicate with the bazumu using a series of closed-questions, which he 
directs to them through the mopini stick. The ifzaka activates the mopini by rubbing it 
under each armpit. He then rests it on the sand, 
covering it with a thin layer of soil. Muttering to 
the stick, and through the stick, to the bazumu, 
he asks closed questions, probing for an answer 
from the bazumu. While asking the questions he 
rubs his hand back and forth along the length of 
the mopini, partially covering the stick with soil 
while doing so. After asking a question he tries 
to lift the stick from the soil. The bazumu will 
then either hold the stick to the ground, or let the 
inaka pick it up. When the stick is held down, it 
indicates that the bazumu are saying 'yes' , while 
Fig 4.1: A mopini stick with 'skin' ifthe stick is released, they are saying 'no' 69. To 
around the base of the pommel. 
Also attached are red beads to release a stick that is held down the ifzaka raps 
signify danger and power. the pommel with his knuckles, and so proceeds 
to ask further questions. The fact that the stick is partially buried, and that it is held to 
the earth by the bazumu, is an indication that the bazumu are possibly earth-bound, or 
69 A few of the mopini rituals that I witnessed had the bazumu answering in the opposite manner, i.e. 
they held the stick down for a ' no ', and released it for a yes. The manner in which they answered was 
consistent for the particular iFiaka who was performing the ritual. 
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chthonic. This is confirmed by informants who explained that the bazumu are to be 
found in the earth and soil. Certainly, it suggests that the idiom of divination in this 
context firmly places the Mayeyi as rooted to the geographical landscape. Eventually 
through the series of closed questions that are addressed to the bazumu, the ifiaka is 
able to divine the answer to his client' s question. 
One old ifiaka in Sangwali was deeply suspicious of my interviewing him 
when I went to see him in November 2004. After a few sullen moments in which he 
refused to answer questions, he exclaimed that he should consult with the bazumu. He 
proceeded to bring out his worn mopini stick. Activating it by wiping it under his 
annpjts (explained to me as making the stick kupisa, or hot), he began to divine, 
sitting spread-legged with the stick between his legs. Struggling occasionally with the 
seemingly immovable stick, he finally announced that the bazumu were happy to have 
me ask questions about them. The only requirement that had to be met, even prior to 
the bringing out of the stick, was that the bazumu be given a gift of some sort. The 
'gift' is usually monetary, and in this instance was a 5 Namibian dollar coin. 
4.3 Possession and divination 
Possession, as described by Larsen (1998) in Zanzibar, where spirits enter the body of 
the medium, occurs in an intelligible, meaningful and understandable manner for both 
the client and the medium. Lambek (1998) similarly writes of his experience of 
possession in Madagascar, where the client is able to have a coherent spoken 
conversation with the spirit through the body of the medium. In Diyeyi, possession by 
spirits is rather different to the coherent possession described by Larsen and Lambek 
where the medium becomes a vessel through which the possessing spirit can literally 
hold a conversation with the medium's clients/patients. Possession, both as I have 
seen it and as informants describe and explain it, is wild, uncontrollable, violent and 
unpredictable, particularly for those who are not, or have not yet become, zifiaka and 
learnt to control their possession. One song, sung in SiLozi, describes the motion of 
the possessed by singing "Kaporopera kamuyaruke", which means that the person 
spins like a propeller, fast and dangerous. A possessed individual is watched warily 
by those around, for fear that the possessed will harm either themselves or others. A 
woman, not an inaka, possessed by the matweti at a ritual, leapt over the central fire 
and grabbed a small axe that had been placed on the lap of the patient for whom the 
ritual was being held. Not communicating in words, but rather in unintelligible 
screams, she gesticulated wildly with the axe, slashing the air around her. It was at 
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this point that I was told to be careful as she was now quite dangerous and unable to 
control her movements; that the spirits were in control of her body. Rather than 
intervene, the people around give the possessed individual space. Intervention only 
occurs when it looks as if the possessed individual will harm himself or herself. When 
I asked whether the possessed would actually hurt those watching the drumming, 
informants said that there was always the threat, or danger, of it occurring, but that 
they could not directly recall it having happened. 
Fig. 4.2. A possessed neophyte pointing out individuals who are victims of witchcraft 
through the use of a civet skin. 
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Fig 4.3: A matweti iiiaka divining in a private audience inside his hut. 
Fig 4.4: A small zimbe held in the 
ltands of a female matweti iiiaka. A 
civet skin rests on Iter lap. 
Mayeyi explained that although there are 
vanous categories of traditional healers, 
they can all be divided into those who 
dance, and those who do not. Zifiaka that 
deal with the bazumu, and some which are 
adepts of the matweti spirits tend not to 
dance, conversing with the spirits through 
the use of divining apparatus called zimbe. 
Just about every matweti and bazumu inaka 
carries with him a zimbe box in which he 
carries his zimbe, or divining tool. The 
closest interpretation for the word "zimbe" 
would be "divining tool". Zimbes range 
from small mirrors, to skulls of various 
animals, to small wooden boxes. One ifiaka, 
who became quite friendly with me, invited 
me in to watch him divine one morning in a 
private divining session. He set out a small 
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box into which a mirror had been set. Muttering under his breath he alternated 
holding first a tip of an elephant tusk, set with small red beads and beeswax, then the 
skull of an owl in one hand. In the other hand he slowly rattled a small wooden tube 
that sounded as if it had been filled with hard seeds. Throughout the divination he 
would ask the client, the daughter of a man who had wanted the ifl.aka 's help, various 
questions relating to her father's health. As with the mopini stick divination, a small 
amount of money had to first be given as a gift to the matweti before they would 
communicate with the iflaka. It was explained to me that the tools that the inaka used 
in his divination were to give him certain powers. These powers were based on 
sympathetic magic and were linked to the aspects of the animals from which the tools 
had been made. The tusk, explained the iflaka, was to give him the strength of an 
elephant, for he needed this strength to be able to communicate and interact with the 
matweti in their domain. The owl skull gave the inaka sight and the ability to send his 
mind, and eyes, far distances. The mirror was likened to a television screen into 
which the inaka would peer, showing him the things that the matweti were trying to 
communicate to him. 
Without exception all the zinaka that I spoke to said that they saw their 
respective spirits in their dreams, and that most of the instructions given by the spirits 
were given through these dreams. However, it is not only ziflaka who are able to 
communicate with spirits through their dreams. Overall, dreams are considered an 
important means of divination and premonition. Individuals who have not been 
possessed by any of the spirits are still able to see individual ancestors, or bazumu, or 
even groups of bazumu, in their dreams. In this way the bazumu are said to able to 
continue their hold over the living; they communicate their displeasure and desires, 
explain causes of illness and warn of deaths to come. The significance of dreams for 
the average Mayeyi can be seen in the following account. 
Travelling to Nkasa/Rupara National Park one weekend with an 
infonnant that I had become well acquainted with, he explained how we would 
ceJtainly see buffalo during the course of the weekend. I was sceptical as there 
is a decided lack of game in the small reserve. Nevertheless, he insisted that 
since he had dreamt of buffalos the night before our departure, we would see 
the elusive animals. The next morning, waking up on the banks of the Linyanti 
River, we were greeted by the sight of a large herd of buffalo drinking on the 
opposite banl<. On another occasion he was most distressed, and recounted a 
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dream where he had seen plates of meat70 stacked in front of him. He explained 
that if one dreams of meat, someone in the family would pass away within a 
few days. He remained in a state of deep won-y and agitation unti l some two 
days later when an uncle of his in Malengalenga passed away, which he took 
as a sign that his premonition had come true. 
Dreams can also be the means by which people are able to recognise that they 
are being bewitched. A common type of witchcraft, according to those I spoke to, is 
that of a jilted lover, or jealous individual, who comes to the victim at night and 
fornicates with them while they sleep. Interestingly, although this was described as 
being a common form of witchcraft, neither ziflaka nor villagers could give any direct 
examples. Nevertheless, the idea that this is a common fonn of witchcraft is broadly 
accepted. It is through the victim' s dreams and nightly emissions that they fear they 
are being bewitched. These same emissions, though, can be a sign that one or several 
of the bush spirits are actually visiting the victim. An iflaka is then needed to divine 
whether the individual is being plagued by a witch or by spirits. Other types of dream 
that are perceived as evidence of witchcraft are those where the victim dreams they 
are doing work in someone' s field, or that they are being fed poison. In the former, 
the victim is being made to work for the witch. In the latter the witch, through a type 
of magical poison, is slowly killing the victim. The fact that dreams are considered so 
important by the Mayeyi is made all the more significant for ziflaka who are said to 
be visited and conversed with through their dreams on a regular basis. 
4.4 Organisation of the ziiiaka 
Traditional healers are allowed to apply to the local traditional healers 
association called the Namibian Eagle Traditional Healers Association (NETHA). 
Supposedly, if a traditional healer is not a member ofNETHA, he or she is operating 
illegally, and is therefore liable to be arrested for a kind of malpractice. According to 
Deborah le Beau in her doctoral thesis (1999:98), the Caprivi originally had its own 
traditional healers association called the Caprivi Eagle Traditional Healers 
Association (CETHA), but this was absorbed into NETHA in 1991. Of the zifiaka that 
I spoke to, all those that were members were local Caprivians (Caprivian born), and 
were men. There are a large number of immigrants, both legal (possessing legal 
70 
"Meat", as will be discussed in the following chapter, when mentioned in the context of dreams, can 
also refer to human flesh. 
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papers for their stay in the Caprivi) and illegal, in the Caprivi Strip. Some of these 
immigrants are ziflaka, yet despite their popularity as traditional healers, I could not 
find any that were also members ofNETHA. Similarly, despite the fact that there are 
a significant number of women traditional healers in the Caprivi Strip, they are 
largely absent from the ranks ofNETHA's numbers. Nshuma Mukolufu, who was the 
secretary of the Namibian arm of NETHA at the time of my research, explained that 
there were no rules that forbade women from being members of the association, and 
expressed mystification as to why women were by far the minority within its 
Caprivian ranks. He suggested to me that perhaps they weren't as powerful as the 
men, as women tended to be possessed by the less powerful injira, or the shirubi 
spirit, rather than the matweti spirits. Talking to ziflaka in Diyeyi, male zinaka 
proudly brought out their membership cards even if they were years out of date71 . 
Another interesting point is that the only traditional healers that were involved in the 
association were those belonging to ancestral or the matv.,eti cults, while those 
belonging to nature spirit cults, that could be regarded as marginal cults in Lewis' 
terms (Lewis 1989), seemed to be missing. One injira ifiaka, who has been an ifiaka 
since 1969, explained to me that he wanted very much to become a member of the 
association, but to date had not been able to apply. His reason was simply that the 
association did not allow him to. 
Apart from NETHA, there is very little official contact between traditional 
healers, except the usual day-to-day relationships in the area. Because of the size of 
the Capri vi and its relatively small population of roughly 66 000 72, people have direct 
and indirect knowledge of other individuals and groups over a large area. In a sense 
the Eastern Caprivi is to a political region, what a small village is to a town. An inaka 
will have a group of neophytes that will follow him or her to various rituals. This is so 
that they can be treated for their possession illness at the same time that the ifiaka 
treats any other patient for any number of reasons that would require an all-night 
drumming. Thus the all-night drumming serves various purposes during its 
performance. All-night drummings are held relatively regularly and are essentially 
public rituals where the community is brought together in an attempt to heal a patient, 
usually a family member from the village. The inaka usually operates alone, or with 
71 According to the secretary ofNETHA the membership of the association is meant to be renewed on 
an annual basis. However there is a monetary fee involved. The result is that most of the zifiaka that I 
spoke to bought a membership and then simply used the papers and identification card thenceforth 
without renewing the membership. This was done more as proof of authentication by the ii'iaka, much 
as one would see a western medical doctor's degree ce1tificate pinned to the wall of their office. 
72 According to the 2001 preliminary census (The International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis 
2006) 
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his/her neophytes, although I was told by one ifiaka, an adept of a bush spirit, that she 
would occasionally ask a neighbouring ifiaka who is also a family member, for 
assistance. In the majority of cases, though, the neophytes assist the ifiaka. 
As there is so little official contact between zifiaka there is no real authority to 
legitimise traditional healers. Supposedly, NETHA is meant to fulfil this function, but 
in reality the legitimisation of zifiaka is through word of mouth where he/she has 
proven him/herself by performing successful healings or divinations. As word of 
mouth is the effective legitimisation of a traditional healer, it is also the means by 
which traditional healers and diviners are caught short for any form of malpractice 
and their reputations are tarnished. NETHA can withdraw their support from a 
traditional healer, but the only real threat to a traditional healer' s following is 
negative publicity and subsequent loss of clients. 
The value of having a 'professional organisation' was not lost on the zifiaka I 
interviewed. As Zakias, a matweti ifiaka explained, 
"I am like European doctors. That is why I dress like them. It is only when I 
speak to the matweti through drumming that I must be like them [the spirits] and 
wear makombe (trance dancing costume)" 
Zifiaka are usually seen wearing bush shirts and long trousers, while carrying a 
briefcase with them. The briefcase itself seems almost to be a prerequisite as part of 
their paraphernalia. From this briefcase all manner of charms, ointments and divining 
tools will emerge. However, there is a firm distinction between what is described as 
'modem' and what is seen as traditional. For this reason zifiaka explain that they must 
wear makombe, the traditional costume that is worn when trance dancing. They dress 
in the regalia so that the spirits will recognise them as adepts and enter the body of the 
ifiaka; possessing the adept. The dancing regalia consist of a reed skirt over a cloth 
skirt, amulets, a whistle (to call the spirits) and leather straps with bristling zebra hair 
that are worn across the chest. As the ifiaka dances these straps quiver and jump. Thus 
the ifiaka can be seen as a mediator of symbols between the modem and the 
traditional73• 
73 See Jane Parish's (2001) paper on witchcraft shrines in Ghana, where the use of 'traditional' 
practices by young men is meant to protect their business interests and entrepreneurial activities from 
witches. 
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Fig 4.5: Traditional dancing regalia of a Lozi traditional healer in Zambia (left) in the 
1950s (Reynolds 1963.frontispiece) and of a Mayeyi matweti iiiaka in 2003 (right) 
4.5 Dualisms in action: divisions in an all-night drumming. 
Dancing and drwnming, described as 'Ngoma' by Janzen ( 1992), is a method by 
which zinaka communicate with their attendant spirits, as well as heal patients of 
particular illnesses. In particular, illness brought upon by witchcraft and spirit 
possession itself, is dealt with through the medium of the all-night drumming or 
shiumbo. As these rituals always involve spirits, the purpose of the ritual, along with 
healing, is also to acknowledge their presence and pay formal respect to the spirits by 
drumming, singing and clapping of hands (van Bins bergen 1977: 142). The Mayeyi 
describe the spirits as desiring dancing and drun1ming, thus they honour the spirits by 
performing these drumming rituals. At the same time the drumming has the intention 
of 'heating' up the spirits, so that they will possess their adepts. In these drummings it 
is possible to see the contradictions in society, such as those between men and 
women, national and regional politics, and the inequities of the global market system 
(Drews 2000:39; see also Luig 1999:130-131). The healing rituals that take place in 
an all-night drumming session all follow a similar pattem through the night. Although 
the ritual might be presided over by a matweti ifzaka, the songs that are sung are also 
directed to the shirubi spirit, identified as a bush spirit by the Mayeyi (See Chapter 
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Five for more detail). I attended five healing drummings in four different villages. The 
first drumming I attended was in July 2003, while the other four were attended in June 
and July 2005. All these drummings were presided over by a matweti iflaka. However, 
informants explain that the shirubi drummings are nearly identical, apart from the fact 
that the presiding shirubi inaka will occasionally ask another ifzaka of the same spirit 
to help with the dancing and treatment. 
The ritual takes place in the centre ofthe village area, bearing in mind that the 
Mayeyi conception of the village is in fact a patrilocal grouping of courtyards. The 
fire that will 'heat' the spirits is therefore placed in the centre of the village or 
domestic sphere. Ideally the village is seen as being muzazi, and certainly one would 
always refer to one's own village as being muzazi. The central area in the village, 
around the ritually demarcated space, is then filled by men and women, where the 
men sit to one side and the women stand or kneel on the other, ostensibly separated 
for the course of the night. Certainly, they are separated in terms of obligations and 
tasks during the ritual. Women are responsible for the 'heating up' of the spirits 
through their singing and Clapping. The only men who actively take part are the 
drummers and the ifzaka, should the ifzaka be a man, and any of his/her male 
neophytes. All activity takes place on the women' s side of the circle that is formed. 
Here the ifzaka will create what I will call a staging area. This is a ritually defined 
space demarcated by the use of umushi sticks (maize grinding sticks) that have been 
driven into the ground where hot embers have been buried. The patient, seated (or if 
too ill, lying) on a reed mat is tended to in this staging area. 
Only women, the ifzaka and neophytes are allowed·to dance and sing. The only 
men, apart from the inaka (if he is a man) and any possible male neophytes, who 
actually take part in the rituals, are the drummers. These are a group of men who tend 
to the. beating of the three drums that are necessary to 'heat up' the spirits. It is very 
rare that a woman will beat the drums. At one healing ceremony I saw a woman grab 
one of the drums from one of the drummers to do so. This, it was explained to me, 
was very unusual, and was ascribed to the woman' s forceful, almost masculine, 
personality. Another man, sitting near me at the time suggested that it was partly due 
to her having once been possessed by the matweti spirits, again imbuing her with a 
'masculine' identity. I was never told whether the drums were masculine in 
themselves, but they were evidently attached to ideas of masculinity, on numerous 
occasions, I watched men compete amongst themselves for the title of lead drummer. 
While I was watching school children practising on the drums, I again saw this 
division between female dancers and male drummers. Annette Drews (2000:44) 
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wntmg on the symbolism of drums in eastern Zambia discusses how drums are 
associated with power and are felt to be inappropriate in the hands of women. Usually 
the lead drummer, who enters a form of trance, will beat the central drum for the 
length of the night while the other drums are tended to by a rotating group of men 
who spell each other, taking it in to turns drum and rest. The woman, armed with tin 
cans and pieces of wood to clap together, pierce the air with their shrill songs and the 
rhythmic sound of their clapping. All these elements of rhythm and sound are seen to 
be vital for the process of warming the spirits to the point that they begin to possess 
the ifiaka and neophytes, as well as some of the onlookers (almost always female). 
Needham (1972[1967]) argues for the connection between transition and percussion 
(i.e. drumming), illustrating how in almost all shamanic exercises it is their 
polyrhythmic music that marks the movement between this world and the spirit world. 
It is the same with the shiumbo where the attendant drumming signifies a shift in 
reality for the actors and participants. 
Elements of ' control' are important during the course of the drumming. The 
drummers are said to control the women's singing by dictating the tempo and rhythm 
of the songs. If the dance is going poorly, it is invariably attributed to the women who 
have been unable to ' control' their clapping. They are seen as being too 'weak in the 
heart', and too close to the spirits already to be able to control their movements. 
Interestingly, one of the men watching on the night that a woman grabbed the drums 
exclaimed that she had "good control" . I initially assumed he meant over the drums 
[that she was a competent drummer], but now realise he meant ' over herself, as it has 
been explained that one must have control over oneself to be able to beat drums 
properly. Whenever ~here seemed to be a lack of coordination between the singers and 
the drummers, the lead drummer, although .occasionally one of the other drummers, 
would call out (in English), "order, order, order", seemingly mimicking a magistrate 
in a court. This, one of the spectators informed me, was an attempt by the man to gain 
"control" of disorderly singing. 
The issue of control of the self becomes important when attached to the notion 
of becoming kupisa. The Mayeyi generally see women as being ' hotter' than men. 
This means that they are more prone to becoming possessed by spirits during the 
course of the drumming. Here one has a partial explanation for why men are 
responsible for the actual beating of the drums. Women are already in a liminal state 
between possession and non-possession at a shiumbo. Men explained that they were 
there to "control the situation", and felt that if the women were to beat the drums, 
anarchy would ensue. It seems there is a delicate line between desiring possession, 
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and warding off the dangers that possession can bring. 
The goal is to have the spirits (both ancestral and bush) respond to the same 
invitation of a drumming, and join the group of dancers and drummers. Zifiaka that I 
interviewed said that when the spirits came to the group, they would ' stand' around 
the area where the ritual was being held and watch the proceedings. When the music 
has sufficiently "heated" the spirits, they will begin to dance, often possessing some 
of those present in the process. More women would invariably be possessed than men. 
On average I found that for every one man that was possessed, at least two women 
would be possessed. One of the actions that I observed on numerous occasions was 
for the possessed to grab a glowing ember from the fire, seemingly without harming 
themselves, and throw it into the darkness beyond the gathering of onlookers and 
dancers. Again, this was said to further "heat" the spirits up. The songs themselves 
were sung to the various spirits, which have special songs that they prefer. The correct 
song for the spirits would "heat" them further, while the incorrect song would "cool" 
them down. Thus singing a song to the shirubi, when only the matweti are present will 
have the possible effect of cooling the spirits down. Nevertheless it. is apparently 
essential that songs are sung to all the different spirits, regardless of which group of 
spirits the drumming is intended for, as any of the spirits can respond to the call of the 
Fig 4.5. Kututora water being fed to 
a woman who has been possessed. 
Note the civet skin on her chest and 
the extinguished ember in the mug. 
drumming. Another alternative explanation 
given by my informants was that sometimes 
the spirits had to work together in their 
healing, such that a patient suffering from the 
possession illness of the matweti would 
require the assistance of the shirubi. 
Water is an important element in the 
drumming ritual. Water, heated to boiling 
point along with the 'wild' plants from the 
bush, is used to sweat the patient. Covered 
with a heavy blanket so that no cold air can 
enter, the patient is made to sit near the 
steaming pot for several minutes. The heat 
must certainly be intense within these narrow 
confines, as I found myself marvelling at how 
the dense steam rose through the heavy 
blanket. After the ifiaka has felt that the 
patient has been under the blanket for long 
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enough, the blanket is removed and the pot replaced on the embers of the fire to heat 
up once again. The patient goes through this ordeal numerous times throughout the 
night. The idea, as it was explained to me, is to purge the body of the illness. The 
blanket and steam would also naturally heat up the body physically, making the 
individual 'hot', and ready for the spirits. Here the idea is to make the body 'hot' and 
so expunge the illness, which paradoxically is also considered 'hot', particularly if it 
is a possession illness. 
The partial goal of a shiumbo is for the traditional healer and any neophytes 
who are under his tutelage to become possessed. To become possessed the healer and 
any neophytes have to be heated to a sufficient degree, both physically, through the 
act of dancing, and spiritually, through the ingestion of kupisa muti. The drumming, 
constant movement through dancing by the neophytes and the ingestion of muti 
prepared from kupisa plants are supposed to make the spirits and the neophyte hot 
enough for possession to take place. Once possession takes place the behaviour of the 
possessed becomes violent and erratic, aga,in described to me as kupisa. Although 
women are the most likely to be possessed, the most violent possession tends to be of 
men. The possessed person will energetically dance round the fire, sometimes 
stumbling or even deliberately walking into the fire. At other times the possessed will 
grab glowing embers and rub them against their bodies without any visible signs of 
pain or injury. Significantly, prior to the possession the neophytes drink water that has 
had a glowing ember thrown into it. To calm and cool the possessed individual, the 
presiding inaka will throw a spent ember, now cold, or ash into water and make the 
neophyte drink it. Han1mond-Tooke (1981 :117) notes that ash is a form of cooled or 
'tamed' fire. 
Whenever water, either heated or cold, is drunk, it has to be done with a 
special mug that is one of the divining tools of the inaka. Water, which is considered 
vital and good (remembering that the Mayeyi consider themselves a river people), is 
always drunk with the aid of a mug. More so, when eating together, a mug is shared 
by those present. It is an act of community to drink from the same vessel. These mugs 
are said to be given to the ifiaka by his/her attendant spirits. 
Cold water is kept in a shitono (maize grinding pot) towards one side of the 
staging area. I mentioned above that the shitono is considered an important domestic 
tool of the Mayeyi, and it is also used in various rituals against witchcraft. In the first 
part of the drumming ritual the inaka and neophytes will take water to drink fi·om this 
shitono, but will first place a burning ember in the mug of water before they drink. 
Again this is said to ' heat' those who drink this water. When fully possessed, 
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someone may even drink water from the medicated water, boiling in a pot on the fire, 
without any signs of pain. To calm the possessed person down, the ifiaka will again 
take water from the umushi (where cold water, both physically and spiritually, is 
kept), adding either a completely spent and cold ember (thereby keeping it 'cool'), 
and feed it to the individual. 
Throughout the night the drumming fluctuates between a period of 'control' 
and coolness, also said to be a period of zezera, when there is no possession, through 
periods of 'loss of control' and inzaninshumwe, when individuals are possessed. 
Towards dawn there may be one final period of ecstatic possession, but usually the 
drumming peters out towards first light. The patient is then cooled so as to return to a 
normal ' cool' state, by being washed with the cooling medicine and then escorted 
back to the confines of the house and courtyard, a place described as ideally being 
cool (kututora) , as well as protected from outside 'hot' (kupisa) elements, be they 
witchcraft or spirit affliction. He or she must then stay within the bounds of the 
courtyard for the rest of the day, only to emerge again at night or preferably the 
following day after sunrise. Athough the rituals proceeds over the· course of a night, 
the stages of the ritual have taken place over the period of roughly a day and two 
nights for the patient. Thus the ritual begins in the dark and comes to its healing 
climax at the transition between night and day. This is symbolic of being in the dark at 
first and then finding clarity as to the illness and its causation 
For the ritual to be successful the men and women . have to work together 
(complementarity between kupisa and kututora, shizikasi and muzazi) throughout the 
ceremony. Without the complementarities of both groups the ·ritual will fail. This 
complementarity is evident again in the medicines that are used by the inaka. They 
have to be brought in from the bush, the 'wild', to the central area of the village where 
they are mixed with cool water taken from a shitono that has then been heated. One 
could view this as 'wild' plants mixed with 'tame' water. The same complementarity 
has to be found in the actual plant materials where a mixture of plants brought from 
shizikasi forest (in isolation) must be correctly mixed with plants found in muzazi 
forest (open, friendly) Complementarity must also exist between the performers for 
the ritual to succeed. The sound of the clapping and the dtumming has to be 
' controlled' . There has to be correct rhythm, rather than discord. However, the partial 
goal is for spirits to possess some of the people present which, for those afflicted, 
means a loss of control, and the entering into the spirit world. In the other words for 
the ritual to succeed opposing pairs must in a sense be reconciled. 
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4.6 Conclusion 
Zinaka are liminal characters who are able to mediate between the cosmological 
categories established in Chapter Three. If we are to agree with the idea that the occult 
world can afford the analyst a view of local perceptions of modernity, one must out of 
necessity consider the traditional healer, as he/she is the innovator of the symbols that 
are found in occult narratives and discourse. Zinaka operate between and betwixt the 
occult and the empirical, the traditional and the modern. It is in their actions and 
performances that one can glean something of the cosmological import on 
understandings of the contemporary world. 
It is significant that at the Mayeyi Cultural Festivities that I attended in 2005 a 
large number of the dancers were traditional healers. The Mayeyi perceive the zinaka 
as being the archetypal bastions of culture and tradition. When I first arrived in Diyeyi 
in 2001, I naively asked to speak to people who 'knew' about Mayeyi tradition and 
culture. I was duly introduced to numerous zinaka. As tradition and culture have 
rapidly come to be seen as an economic and political resource, it is not surprising that 
traditional healers are coming more into focus when it comes to displaying the 
group's cultural identity. 
Zinaka are also the principle means by which groups combat perceived 
witchcraft. If witchcraft is seen as the pervasive erosion of development within the 
area, then the use of zinaka are the means by which individuals and the community 
· hope to continue their quest for modernity and development within the region of 
Diyeyi. However, one should not let go of the fact that zinaka are often the first line of 
medical attention that people use when they are faced with illness. Thus, zinaka are 
not only responsible for the physical health of the individual, but of the body politic 
too through their combat of witchcraft which is seen to be the affliction or illness of 
the group. 
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CHAPTER 5- SPIRITS AND POSSESSION 
The alternate realm of the occult, for the Mayeyi, is inhabited by various entities, 
considered in their various forms as ranging from moral, amoral through to evil. All 
these entities are believed to be able to have an impact on the lived visible world of 
the Mayeyi; the tangible empirical world in which bwnans and animals reside. Any 
analysis, be it of identity, or ways of perceiving the world, would therefore be 
difficult indeed without some explication of what comprises the occult world for the 
Mayeyi people. However, one should not read what follows as an uncontested, static 
and wholly accepted Mayeyi view of the occult world. The occult world that the 
Mayeyi conceive of is a dynamic, changing, and contested conceptual realm rather 
than a concrete and definite dogma followed by all Mayeyi people. The occult world 
as perceived by the Mayeyi varies from account to account, but there are certain 
aspects that stand out, that correlate and form a general consensus on what constitutes 
the occult world and its inhabitants. What follows below is a broad outline, garnered 
from interviews and informal conversations, of the entities and beings that are 
currently known to populate the occult world of the Mayeyi. Based on conversations 
with both Mafwe and Subiya individuals, it would seem that roughly the whole of 
Eastern Caprivi has a similar conception of the occult world. Van Binsbergen (1977) 
suggests that the flow of ideas concerning the occult is a sign of the porosity of 
boundaries between different groups that have been previously labelled as separate 
' tribes'. This knowledge of the occult world can itself be considered as general 
knowledge by most people brought up in Diyeyi. Following Needham's 
(2006[1 972]:302) comments on the nature of belief, it is important to realise that, 
"people do not necessarily believe what their culture trains them to say". Although 
this conception of the occult world is well known, and is a topic of general knowledge 
and conversation, 'belief in it is not necessarily uniform. Despite this, a self-
professed non-believer in the Mayeyi occult world would still be able to describe the 
main features of this world in the form that it is held and narrated by believers. 
Chapter 5 - Spirits and Possession 
Along with the general knowledge of the occult world lies an uneasy tension 
between the belief in the occult world and the sanctions imposed by the Christian 
church in the area. In Diyeyi there are numerous churches, some of which are: the 
Seventh Day Adventist Church, the Apostolic Church, the Dutch Reformed Church, 
the Catholic Church, and the Methodist churches and congregations. Most of these 
churches and their ministers frown upon any traditional African religious belief 
systems and their incumbent practices. For the churches in Diyeyi, the spiritual (or 
supernatural) world is that of the Christian God and His saints. Possession by the 
Holy Spirit, as well as by angels and saints is also believed by some Christian Mayeyi 
to occur, and is seen as evidence of the reality of the Christian God and religion by 
His followers. The Christian Mayeyi that I spoke to saw possession by Christian 
spirits as qualitatively different to that by bush spirits. They explained that possession 
by bush spirits made the possessed individual lose control of their bodies and act in a 
wild manner, "behaving like animals". Possession by angels and the Holy Spirit was 
described as being considerably calmer to that of bush spirit possession. One young 
man who was possessed by an angel said he heard a voice in his head and found 
himself preaching the word of Christ to other people. He described how he felt as if he 
was being controlled, but was aware of what was happening around him at the same 
time. This is in stark contrast to the reports by people who have been possessed by 
bush spirits who recounted to me how they lost consciousness and could not 
remember the happenings around their possession. 
Important to the discussion, is the Christian prohibition of what the Mayeyi 
describe as 'traditional practices', such as the naming of a child after an ancestor, 
along with its necessary naming rituals; the traditional washing and cleansing of a 
new born baby, to cool them after the birthing process which is seen as kupisa (hot) 
and potentially dangerous; and the protection of a small child against witchcraft 
attacks. Church members are forbidden to perform these practices, as the church and 
its clergy in the area consider them un-Christian. Because of this view some, but not 
all churchgoers, refrain from perfom1ing the rituals, often to the extreme distress of 
the elders of the family. Although an individual family member may feel happy to 
abandon so-called traditional practices, the rest of the family may be deeply 
concerned. Family members fear that kin who refuse to perform traditional ritual 
cleansings and other similar practices may be opening the family to attack by witches, 
as well as to the vengeance of ignored and angry ancestors. Some of the villagers that 
I spoke to in Samudono Village regularly attended the local Seventh Day Adventist 
Church, as well as assisting in the weekly services. They expressed to me the worry 
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that they had over not performing traditional rituals because of the church's attitude 
towards them. One church elder, despite saying she was not allowed to use any 
traditional medicines or charms according to the church, showed me that she had 
placed charms, in the form of strings of white beads, around her new-born son's 
waist, to ward off any possible attacks by local witches. These traditional rituals, 
although private, are not secret or concealed in any way (if they were they would be 
viewed in a negative light as they would be seen as shizikasi, potentially opening the 
individual to rumours of witchcraft), so the news oftheir 'misdemeanours' invariably 
reaches the minister of the church member responsible for performing certain 
' traditional' rituals. Despite the public chastising that the person is likely to receive in 
church (as I saw happen on one occasion during a Seventh Day Adventist service), I 
would suggest that the doubling up of options, i.e. the use of both Christian and 
traditional practices, is a means of increasing one's 'spiritual security' 74. From the 
numbers of people reported going to church by Mulife Salushando, who kept a 
journal for me of church activity, middle and old aged women were the most likely to 
attend both church and take an active part in rituals concerning bush and ancestral 
spirits. This would suggest that the Church was not exclusionary towards people who 
practiced what the church saw as pagan rituals, but only employed the rhetoric to 
deter them. 
Another aspect of the church's influence on perceptions of the occult is that in 
some ways the church may actually have strengthened belief in witchcraft and spirit 
possession. Churches might either not offer explanation for personal misfortune, or 
else invoke the personal failings of the sufferer, or those close to the sufferer as the 
cause for misfortune (Colson 2000: 135). The Church cites moral failure of the 
individual as causation of illness, whereas witchcraft ~iscourse emphasises the 
malicious intentions of another person. In some cases it has been argued that mission 
teaching has even strengthened the belief in the power of witches by introducing the 
concept of a personalised devil and the realities of evil, making the witch Satan's ally 
(ibid:335). In a diary that Mulife Salushando, a friend and sometimes interpreter, kept 
for me, he recounts how the pastors in several of the churches that he attended would 
exhort against witches who were in league with the Devil and who were attempting to 
destroy Diyeyi and the Mayeyi people. 
74 Adam Ashforth (2005), working in Soweto for a prolonged period, similarly found the use of both 
traditional healers and the church as an attempt to increase one's spiritual security. Should an 
individual become accused of witchcraft they would also turn to the church, particularly Zionist and 
African Pentecostal churches, as a means of increasing their spiritual security. 
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The Mayeyi believe that anyone can make contact in a passive manner with 
the occult world. Dreams, a passive form of engagement, are by far the most 
prevalent manner in which people make contact with the beings and spirits that 
occupy the occult world. Actively engaging with the occult world is another matter 
though. Traditional rituals are directed towards some of the spirit categories in order 
to obtain healing, guidance or even access to resources. Individual ancestors are said 
to come to their descendents in dreams so as to communicate advice or possibly 
displeasure with their descendents' behaviour (towards the ancestors or possibly in 
their engagement with the kin group). Physical engagement with the occult world 
comes in the form of possession by spirits. Possession by spirits is by and large the 
most direct and visible manner in which individuals and groups experience and come 
into contact with the occult world in Diyeyi. For the purposes of this chapter I shall 
define spirit possession as Crapanzano (1977:7) does, that it is "any altered state of 
consciousness indigenously interpreted in terms of the. influence of an alien spirit". 
Apart from possession, contact occurs through dreams and through the rare sightings 
of spirits by ordinary Mayeyi people. Although possession is usually the starting point 
for an individual to become a healer, described as a shaman in some texts 
(Crapanzano 1977; Lewis 1989), possession can occur in various other individuals 
who do not necessarily follow the steps towards traditional healing or even 
mediumship. The traumatic illness that usually precedes an individual seeking 
assistance from a traditional healer can occur in the context of ordinary daily life, or, 
like zar possession amongst the Habiba described by Saunders (1977), happen 
suddenly while attending the possession ritual of another individual. For some, the 
spirits urge a life joined to them, for others who are not called by the spirits, it is a 
sign ofpowerfuloccult forces around the lived reality of daily life. 
5.1 Bazumu spirits 
When an individual dies, it is thought that their spirit joins the Mayeyi bazumu75, or 
ancestors, and takes residence in the village and soil where the Mayeyi live. Bazumu 
are also firmly associated with limbo, places where people have lived. The bazumu 
are seen to be the collective ancestors of the Mayeyi rather than lineage ancestors p er 
se. During my stays in Diyeyi I heard about rituals that were once performed for 
lineage ancestors, but never saw any being performed. For that matter, people I spoke 
to said that the rituals for lineage ancestors had been all but forgotten. This is 
75 Bazumu = pl. ; mazumu = sing. 
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significant considering the fact that the Mayeyi hold that everything should be made 
visible, that nothing should be concealed or hidden, showing that if some people did 
indeed perform these rituals others would know it. Certainly if someone saw an 
ancestor of theirs in their dreams the ancestor would be identified as a lineage 
member, but it could as easily be from the paternal family as from the maternal 
family. According to informants, in the past the bazumu as a collective whole would 
have been consulted on a regular basis through the use of an ifzaka regarding the day-
to-day lives of the Mayeyi. This no longer occurs according to numerous of the 
people I spoke to. The fact that people rarely do rituals for, or consult their own 
lineage ancestors, but rather prioritise the collective Mayeyi ancestors as a whole is 
indicative of how they see their unity as a group (and Mayeyi identity) as paramount. 
People who appeal to their individual ancestors could be seen as being potentially 
divisive ofthis unity. 
The resettlement in 1969 from Rupara Island (See Chapter Two) may have 
had a significant impact on the spiritual beliefs and rituals of the Mayeyi people. I 
was given the impression, particularly from some of my older infonnants that the 
bazumu are 'meant' to be physically close to the lineage that they belong to. As such 
the move from Rupara to the current village sites would have effectively separated 
many people from their lineage ancestors. Burial grounds are situated on the 
periphery of the agnatic cluster of courtyards. I suggest that if there were actual 
lineage rituals, they have now been overtaken by rituals that stress the corporate 
nature of the Mayeyi people as a whole, rather than as separate lineage groups. 
Currently, the ifzaka most likely to be consulted over issues concerning the 
bazumu would be a mopini stick ifzaka. However zifzaka of all types (matweti, shirubi 
and injira) are often approached as well to divine why an individual bazumu, a 
mazumu, might be angry with his or her descendents. Individuals among the bazumu 
are seen as being responsible for calamities that occur to individuals within the 
family. Not taking them into consideration during the naming of a child, burying a kin 
member, planting a field or any other number of day-to-day tasks, interpreted as 
neglect by my informants, results in the individual ancestor showing their displeasure 
through the affliction of disease or misfortune on his/her descendents. One case that 
was recounted to me was of a small infant who was perpetually sick with a wet cough 
and feverish temperature. The doctors at the hospital in Katima Mulilo were unable to 
do anything for the little boy and eventually the family decided to consult with an 
ifzaka. The mopini stick ifzaka that they met with, who was not a member of either of 
the parent's direct families, consulted with the bazumu (he said that he conversed 
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with the bazumu of the family, both the mother's and the father's). Eventually he 
discovered that one of the bazumu, the father's father's eldest brother, was upset over 
the naming of the child as they had ' forgotten' to name the infant after him. From 
what I was told, and gathered from genealogies, there is no 'rule' that one should 
name an infant after this particular family member. The inaka suggested that the 
deceased man had probably requested this before his death. It was only after the child 
had been renamed that the medicines that were obtained from the hospital began to 
work. This, I would suggest, is an example of the importance of patrilineal family 
ties. 
Another example, this time of the importance of matrilineal ties between the 
bazumu and their descendents, is illustrated in the case of a young woman who passed 
away in 2004 while I was in Sangwali Village area. I will call her Sarah. This and the 
above case of the child needing to be named after a male ancestor from the 
patrilineage demonstrates that the Mayeyi do not simply separate the bazumu 
conceptually into narrowly defined and uncontested lineages groups. 
I drove through to Mbilajwe Village one evening to interview Razafotu, a 
matweti iiiaka from Nongosi Village, nearby the Mbambazi Village area. I was 
told that he would be treating a young woman, Sarah, for a wasting disease that 
two ziiiaka had already identified as being caused by witchcraft. When we first 
an·ived we found him discussing the case inside a courtyard with Sarah's 
mother's brother. They were drinking beer from quat1 bottles. Razafotu seemed 
very happy to see me as it had been almost a year since we had last met. I drank 
with them for a short while before going out to the vehicle to wait with John (my 
interpreter) and two other friends who had wanted to come along. 
As the afternoon turned to evening we were beckoned into a different courtyard 
where a number of women had gathered. Razafotu was inside heating a small 
cast-iron pot over the fire. He drew a cross in the sand near the fire, indicating 
where Sarah was to sit. Sarah, in the meantime was carried in with the aid of a 
blanket by two of her family members. She was unable to sit up on her own and 
an old woman had to hold her up for the private ritual. 
Razafotu first made incisions on Sarah's chest, elbows, knees, wrists and 
ankles. He smeared a dark paste over these. By now it was getting quite difficult 
to see in the gloom. Only the weak light from the fire differentiated shadow from 
night. Sarah was then made to face east over the cross that had been marked in 
the sand. With the help of her maternal grandmother she was held up while 
Razafotu placed a blanket over her and began the process of sweating her out. 
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Two days later Sarah passed away. Razafotu said to me that he was 
disappointed, as the family had only approached him when it was already too late 
to save Sarah. He also said that although he didn't necessarily disagree with the 
zifiaka who had said it was witchcraft that was the result of the illness, he himself 
was unable to see the barwezi. Two weeks later, interviewing another ifiaka I 
was told that there was never anything that Razafotu would have been able to do. 
I was then told that Sarah's parents had passed away a few years earlier. 
According to this ifiaka (and Razafotu later concurred) Sarah's parents, both the 
mother and the father, had wanted her with them. 
The above case demonstrates the matrilineal obligations in attending to the sick in 
that Sarah was residing with her mother's brother. It was also her maternal 
grandmother who assisted in the healing ritual. However, the fact that both her mother 
and her father desired her to join them indicates that ancestors cannot easily be 
grouped into uncontested lineages. 
I was told that before the move from Rupara Island daily offerings would have 
to be made to the bazumu76 at a small shrine that was kept inside the hut, on the side 
that the sun sets. Conflicting accounts between informants said that both matrilineal 
and patrilineal ancestors were honoured in this way. Now, both the village elders and 
many of the younger people observe, the bazumu are being ignored. Rituals for rain, 
apparently once regularly performed by pouring water onto the graves of the 
ancestors, no longer take place. Many of the people who knew these rituals have 
passed away without passing on the knowledge of these rituals to their descendents. 
In 2001, while interviewing Julius Senandwa (mentioned in Chapter Three with the 
story of the star), we were joined by a large group of young men and women who sat 
silently for over an hour as Julius shifted his discussion from me to the rest of the 
group, describing and explaining the rituals that used to be performed for the bazumu. 
Afterward, he looked at me and said, "It is good that you are here. Now the young 
people will know that our culture is important". 
Older Mayeyi, like Julius that I spoke to, complain that children now fall ill 
due to the unhappiness of the bazumu regarding name giving. Children are given 
names without the consent of their lineage ancestors, and again without taking the 
ancestors into consideration. Furthermore, even if the family are aware of the 
problem, often they will not perform the necessary cleansing and naming rituals as 
the church that they belong to frowns heavily upon any traditional ritual practices. 
76 Here is evidence of lineage ancestors, and yet the Mayeyi that I spoke to never mentioned in any way 
that there was a particular responsibility to any particular lineage. 
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This struck me as odd since in South Africa all manner of traditional practices are 
practised despite the church frowning upon ancestor worship and other indigenous 
practices. As already observed Adam Ashforth (2005) refers to this as the doubling up 
of spiritual security. Isak Niehaus (2006), in a seminar presented at Rhodes 
University, stressed the impact of the teaching of the Old Testament in the South 
African Lowveld, with the parables and metaphors being incorporated directly into 
the cosmological framework of the people of Bushbuckridge. I would suggest that a 
similar emphasis has been placed on the Old Testament by preachers and missionaries 
in the Caprivi. Attending services I was struck by the amount of preaching that 
revolved around "eternal damnation if a believer goes against the word of God". 
Villagers see traditional rituals in the light of 'damned if you do, and damned if you 
don't'. Do the rituals and the bazumu will be happy, but God will not. Do not do the 
rituals and God will be happy, but the bazumu will not. So it becomes a question, not 
of belief, but of praxis; "How long can we wait before we have to perform the 
rituals?" 
A possible reason as to why the bazumu are seen as being the collective 
ancestors ofthe Mayeyi may be found in the ambiguity as to lineage membership and 
succession. In the second chapter I pointed out that although there is a perceived ideal 
of patrilineality and patrilocality, the allegiances, institutions and obligations of the 
matrilineal family keep cropping up. Various authors (Nyati-Ramahobo 2002: 686; 
Malan 1995:55; Holy:1977, 1979) have suggested that with the colonial encounter 
there has been a shift in African societies from matrilineal organisation to one of 
patrilineal organisation. If the Mayeyi did originally have a matrilineal system of 
inheritance and succession, viewing the bazumu as a collective whole of the group 
would possibly dispel contradictions arising from the shift towards that of the 
patrilineal ideal. Again, in accordance with the firmly stated boundaries of the 
Mayeyi people as a whole, is the idea of a collective group of spirits of the whole 
group; the bazumu. I therefore do not argue that the Mayeyi have never recognised 
lineage ancestors. The fact that some of my informants spoke of shrines to which they 
used to make offerings indicates that lineage ancestors were once a part of the occult 
landscape. Now, however, I would argue that the ethnic identity of the Mayeyi people 
has become a more important resource 77, and along with the impact of the patrilineal 
Makololo, and colonial institutions which favoured patrilineality for legal purposes, 
77 See Chapter Two and the discussion of tribal authorities, the breakaway from the Mafwe polity and 
contemporary development projects in the Caprivi, where ethnicity becomes a vehicle for financial 
resources obtained through the government. 
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the praxis of dealing in the occult have gradually shifted accordingly. The anxiety 
related to the abandonment of their belief and praxis remains though. 
The bazumu may ostensibly be ignored by the average Mayeyi individual 
through the neglect of supposedly traditional rituals, but the bazumu are still seen as 
the potential causation of affliction and distress. According to many informants, due 
to their descendents' neglect, the bazumu are now seen as responsible for some of the 
hardships that the Mayeyi face, particularly those that are brought on the Mayeyi 
people as a whole rather than on individuals. Thus years of drought and a high 
morbidity rate are attributed to the wrath of the bazumu. Yet the Mayeyi continue 
their apparent neglect of the bazumu as a collective group, despite their apparent 
realisation that the bazumu are angry and should be placated. The loss of ritual praxis 
may have something to do with this. The explanation that was given to me time and 
again is that the church will not allow the Mayeyi to have anything to do with 
' ancestor worship'. Possibly the ' neglect' is not intentional, it may even have little to 
do with the church, despite what I was told by informants. Bombarded by Christian 
teaching, the meta-narrative and myth of modernity (see Ferguson 1999) and a 
changing social structure, many Mayeyi may have found themselves in a difficult 
situation of wanting to appease the ancestors, but not knowing how. 
The issue of religious praxis becomes pertinent again if the bazumu are to be 
seen as the corporate whole of the Mayeyi people. It is very difficult to attend to the 
bazumu 's needs when, as one informant put it, "we are no longer together", referring 
to the dispersal of villages from a geographically small area (island) to a spread out 
space during the forced removals. As suggested above there has been a gradual shift 
from matrilineality to patrilineality o ver the past two hundred years. J:he move from 
Rupara Island was barely a generation ago, causing an abrupt and traumatic upheaval 
in the organisation of villages and people. The basic emphasis on ritual praxis has 
therefore been shifted to the bush spirits. Of these spirits the most important is that of 
the matweti spirits, ancestral spirits of traditional healers that have essentially become 
bush spirits. 
5.2 Matweti spirits 
It took me a long time to discern whether there is any real difference between the 
bazumu and the matweti. On numerous occasions informants would use the words 
seemingly interchangeably, insisting that the interpretation of both words was the 
same, i.e. "ancestors". However, on other occasions an informant would explain that 
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the two terms, matweti and bazumu, refeiTed to different spirit entities. My confusion 
grew as the same informant would one day describe the terms as being synonymous, 
and on the next insist that they were different. It was only when I caught part of a 
conversation about the matweti, that I suddenly realised they were the ancestors of 
zinaka. On inteiTupting and asking about this, the response was, "we thought you 
knew". The term ' bazumu' also incorporates the matweti, as the matweti are also 
ancestors of people (i.e. in as much as zifiaka are also people). Reynolds ( 1963 ), in his 
book Magic, Divination and Witchcraft amongst the Barotse of Northern Rhodesia, 
seems to have come across a similar lexical problem. His informants distinguished 
between the mukishi, and the mahamba78 (ibid:63), in much the same way as the 
Mayeyi distinguish between the bazumu and the matweti. Reynolds explains that the 
former (mukishi) is the "abstract conception of an ancestral spirit", while the latter 
(lihamba), "is its overt manifestation" (ibid:63). In other words, that the mukishi is the 
general category of ancestral spirits, while the mahamba are specific ancestral spirits. 
Reynolds goes on to briefly mention the various types of mahamba, such as 
traditional healers, soldiers, hunters and frumers. The conceptions of the traditional 
healer mahamba that are described by Reynolds are similar to those of the matweti of 
the Mayeyi. Oddly, Reynolds found that the idea of traditional healer mahamba was 
waning, giving way to a new form of spirit that was distinctly influenced by European 
colonisation and the contact with other African groups in the area (ibid:64). During 
this period spirits that were seen as 'traditional' were waning in popularity, while 
spirits that were seen as ' modern' were gaining followers. 
Ute Luig (1999:127) mentions that among the Tonga ofthe Gwembe Valley 
in Zambia there is a similar distinction between the rnizirnu, the lineage ancestors, and 
the basangu, the spirits of diseased basangu mediums or prophets which are attached 
to the forest and bush rather than to any lineage. Despite not being attached to any 
particular lineage the basangu are interested in the welfare of the Tonga people and 
are also intricately linked with the coming of rain. It is toward the basangu spirits that 
the people turn in times of crisis. Similar to the basangu, the Mayeyi matweti are 
considered to be the ancestors of the zifiaka. Like the basangu they are not attached to 
any lineage in particular, although they may approach individual descendents who are 
not zinaka through dreams, as they are still bazurnu. Their primary identification is 
that they are matweti. They reside specifically in hollowed out liwuyu trees, baobabs 
(Adansonia digitata) , in the forest. Similarly, the basangu, described by Luig, dwell 
in baobab trees which are seen as places of power (ibid: 128). Because of this affinity 
78 Lihamba=sing. 
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with baobabs that the matweti have, it is believed among the Mayeyi that should one 
rest for the night under one of these great trees, it is quite possible that one would be 
abducted by the matweti. Although these spirits are powerful and supposedly good, 
the abduction by the matweti is still something to be feared. Zifiaka that I spoke to 
explained that they could hear the beating of drums coming from within the tree, and 
that it was the matweti who were beating them. Drums are an integral part of the 
possession experience, with informants explaining that the rhythm of the drums 
excites or ' heats up' (kupisa) both the spirits and the possessed. For a possessed 
individual, zifiaka, and people who are about to be possessed, hearing drums is a sign 
that they are being called by the matweti spirits to join them, both in the act of trance 
dancing and in the metaphorical sense of joining them in the occult world. It is the 
latter sense that is the most dangerous, and is also the reason for possession affliction. 
Should an individual with possession affliction not be cured, they will eventually pass 
away and join the spirits that have been calling them, supposedly to become one of 
the matweti spirits themselves. If, on the other hand the possessed individual is cured, 
and in time becomes an iii aka, they become an important link (as a medium) between 
the occult world and the lived world (livu). 
Fig 5.1. Large baobab tree said to be inhabited by matweti spirits (the spirals are the stars, 
the result of a long exposure taken at night). 
A local story of one of the prominent baobabs between Batubaja and 
Mbilajwe Villages (See Map 5, chapter 2) illustrates the belief of the matweti residing 
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in baobabs. According to Mayeyi oral history the tree was swallowing up villagers 
who passed by at night79• When David Livingstone passed through the area, he was 
approached to solve the problem of this tree. He apparently went with a group of the 
villagers and is said to have fired his rifle at the tree. As the bullet struck the wood, 
the tree burst apart, releasing the many people who had been abducted by it. To this 
day it is said that the scar of the bullet can be seen in the tear that split the tree and 
exposed a large cavern in the trunk. 
Unlike the bazumu which are firmly associated with places of people (space 
that is considered muzazi), where villages are or have been, the matweti are associated 
with the forest and floodplains, particularly forest that is considered shizikasi. The 
fact that the matweti reside in and are associated with the bush further makes the 
matweti ifiaka a liminal character. The ifiaka not only becomes the mediator between 
the living and the dead, but is also a bridge between the village and the bush, 
particularly shizikasi bush that surrounds the village. Lewis (1989) makes the 
argument that forest spirit cults are very often 'peripheral ' cults in which the 
adherents come from a marginal background within the social context of the 
community. He argues therefore that women and men of servile or oppressed origin, 
the downtrodden members of society, fill the ranks of these cults as an overt 
statement of resistance against hegemony. However, while the matweti cult has 
elements that fit Lewis' definition of a peripheral cult (ecstatic possession is sought 
after, religious innovation is evident, possessed individuals are given a leniency 
usually not allowed, and are feared for their potential inclination to the irnm?ral use 
of powers), at the same time it is also filled with members of the supposed elite of the 
commi.mity. Also, similar to Lewis' 'central' cults is the way that social morals and 
mores are of. intrinsic importance in .th~ narratives that emerge from the matweti 
rituals. Furthermore, village indunas and relatively wealthy men are the most likely to 
become adepts of the matweti, while women and marg'inalised men, although they 
may too become zifiaka of the matweti, are more likely to follow the injira or shirubi 
spirits. The most important element here, I feel, is that the matweti spirits began their 
existence as real men and women of the village and human society, and on passing 
away, became spirits of the bush and forest, particularly that seen as shizikasi. There 
is a movement from village to bush of powerful spirits, meaning that people look to 
the bush in times of need. The dislocation from limbo due to the forced removal from 
Rupara Island (see Chapter Two) has also meant that there is less opportunity to 
79 The reader is reminded that in Chapter Three it was mentioned that this particular tree is seen as 
shizikasi due to its link to the occult world. Night is also viewed as shizikasi. 
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approach the bazumu, possibly another reason why the matweti (associated with 
shizikasi bush and forest) are more likely to be approached. 
The matweti spirits, which are seen as being comprised of both the spirits of 
men and women, are considered the most powerful of the healing spirits, bestowing 
on their followers the ability to divine, fight witchcraft and cure diseases. 
Predominantly the zinaka in this cult are men. Women can be and are practitioners, 
but they are in the minority among matweti zinaka. Possession of women by the 
matweti is frequent however. At a number of all-night drumming rituals (shiumbo) I 
was able to count on average that of those possessed at a matweti drumming, at least 
one third would be women. On occasions this number would rise so that half of those 
possessed could be women. When one considers that the possessed men were all 
neophytes (i.e. on the path to becoming ziflaka in their own right), the numbers 
change so that the majority of laypersons possessed were women. At all the 
possession rituals that I attended, discounting neophytes and the ifzaka, ninety to a 
hundred percent of those possessed were women. These women were from varying 
socio-economic positions in that some were considered impoverished by the 
standards of the Mayeyi villagers around them, while others were considered affluent. 
On the other hand the men who were possessed were all of a relatively high status 
within the community, as well as relatively affluent. For instance, one of the central 
figures who was possessed by the matweti in a number of possession rituals that I 
attended was the village induna. His brother, who is a police detective in Katima 
Mulilo was similarly possessed .on numerous occasions at different rituals. Both were 
neophytes under the tutelage of a relatively young (he was in his late twenties) 
matweti ifiaka. 
If the reader remembers, in the last chapter the intrinsic heat (kupisa) of 
women was discussed. Women are seen as being closer to the spirits through their 
being kupisa. One male inaka said to me that the spirits would never come to a 
shiumbo if the women were not there to dance and clap. The presence of women is 
therefore essential for the act of communicating with the spirits. However, since 
women are already seen as being kupisa, they are more easily overcome by 
possessiOn. 
The mopini stick divination mentioned above is also used for the 
communication with the matweti spirits by matweti zifiaka. For the most part, matweti 
zinaka dance so as to communicate with the matweti spirits. The only matweti zifiaka 
I came across who say that they do not dance, say they do not dance any more, citing 
age as a primary reason. Diviners, who were only able to communicate with the 
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bazumu but not with the matweti, did not communicate with the spirits through the 
medium of dance and trance, but through the use of the mopini stick and dreams. 
Moreover this group of diviners invariably did not perform the all-night drumming 
rituals that most matweti zifiiaka did. The matweti zifiiaka who used the mopini stick 
also had patients who came to them with illnesses that they needed cures for, showing 
that they were more than just diviners. The bazumu zinaka t~nded to have limited 
herbalist knowledge while the matweti zifiiaka had a considerably larger knowledge of 
traditional muti. Along with trance dance the matweti communicate with their adepts 
through the medium of dreams. Informants explain how the matweti will come to 
them as a group of unidentifiable individuals, wearing reed skirts and animal skins. In 
these drean1s the adepts are shown certain plants and roots that they should use for 
medicinal purposes. They are also shown the identity of witches, and in some cases, 
the reasons behind a client's or patient's misfmtune or illness. Zifiiaka I spoke to told 
me that it was through their dreams that they received their instruction in the arts of 
healing. They stressed the fact that it was the spirits, not another human, who 
instructed them in traditional healing. 
Fig. 5.2: A possessed neophyte stepping into ami 
through afire at an all-night drumming ritual. 
Despite the claim that the 
spirits themselves will only train 
the zifzaka, a neophyte on the path 
to become an ifiiaka, must attend a 
certain number of shiumbo (all-
night drummings) under the 
tutelage of a senior healer. At 
these drummings the neophytes 
ingest the brew of numerous 
plants (most important being 
those considered . shizikasi) that 
they have themselves collected 
during the course of the 
drumming, and invariably fall into 
a possession trance that can range 
from a series of fits through to a 
state of torpid insensibility. While 
possessed the neophytes perform 
various acts that prove to the 
assembled onlookers that they 
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are indeed possessed. These acts usually constitute stepping into and through a 
blazing fire, rubbing hot embers against their limbs, biting into glowing hot coals, and 
otherwise behaving in a wild uncontrollable manner, even to the onlookers who can 
often be heard exclaiming their astonishment at the actions of the possessed. At 
numerous of the all-night drummings that I attended I watched in amazement as 
possessed neophytes handled glowing hot coals, stumbled through blazing fires and 
placed their hands in boiling water, all without apparent physical damage or pain. 
Drumming, along with prolonged sessions of trance-dancing, are an often 
used fom1 of divination and communication with the spirit world. Needham 
(1972:395) comments that "practically everywhere it is found that percussion is 
resorted to in order to communicate with the other world". Percussion, he continues, 
is a primary and elemental phenomenon80 (ibid:395). Drumrnings in Diyeyi are 
essentially public rituals, advertised within the area of the drumming, as well as on 
the local radio stations broadcast out of Katima Mulilo. Of course the fact that it is 
advertised does not necessarily mean that the drumming will be a success as the 
spirits may not be 'heated' sufficiently for ·possession to take place. Through the 
drummings that I attended I noticed that there was a very different ' feeling ' at each 
one. In particular, one drumming that I attended in a village near Malengalenga 
Village area was marked by the level of energy that characterised the evening. To use 
the cliched expression, the atmosphere was electric. Two weeks later at a drun1ming 
with the same actors in the same village, the atmosphere and energy that characterised 
the earlier drumming were evidently lacking. The drumming petered out at sun-up 
with people leaving quietly to their own villages, almost disappointed; a far cry from 
the laughter and excitement that followed the morning after the earlier drumming. 
Large healing rituals, divination of witchcraft attacks, and witch pin-pointings are the 
most likely to use the all-night drumming as a divination method. It is at these events 
that neophytes continue their tutelage beneath an experienced iflaka. 
Individuals who have been possessed recount bow they see many other people 
walking in from the bush and coming to dance at the fire. The hypnotic draw that the 
fire seems to have on the neophytes is explained by the way they say they see faces in 
the fire, faces that beckon them towards the heat of the flames. These faces belong to 
the matweti spirits. A matweti inaka explained to me that it was not possible to 
identifY these faces as they, "are people who have lived hundreds of years ago". 
80 Janzen (1992:127-1 28) argues that Needham's hypothesis that drumming induces trance and the 
following transition between states is reductionist, as there are examples of trance that do not require 
polyrhythmic music. Any association between drumming and trance is cultural, rather than biological. 
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Indeed, if it were not for the fact that friends are always nearby to drag the possessed 
neophyte away from the fire, the possessed individual would be seriously burned. It is 
in the possession and the drumming that one starts to see the character, if you will, of 
the matweti. This is the shizikasi, inzaninshumwe and kupisa81 nature of the matweti 
spirits, the opposite of what an ordinary mortal's nature should be according to the 
Mayeyi. 
Conceptual oppositions found in the cosmology of the Mayeyi are highlighted 
through the process of the drumming. Oppositions between visible and concealed are 
transcended so that the actors can gain a measure of control over those oppositions, 
particularly oppositions that have been inverted for some reason or other, thus 
threatening the safety of the individual and the group. Oppositions between hot vs. 
cold, wild vs. tame, female vs. male, in isolation vs. open, occult vs. empirical world, 
spirits vs. humans, are brought into a type of harmony through the correct 
complementarity between the oppositions. Thus there must be perceived order 
between male/female, cold/hot etc. The drummings that I attended were more than 
just a representation of the way the Mayeyi perceived the world. The rituals were a 
dynamic process where the actors were hoping to mould the occult world through 
illuminating and counteracting oppositions in some way, and via the occult, the real 
empirical world, the livu. Thus although representation is certainly a part of the ritual, 
it is not the central focus. Rather, the focus of the drumming is the spiritual diagnosis 
and cure of the individuals and the group, as seen in the account of an all-night 
drumming in Chapter Four. The matl,.,Jeti spirits are the most powerful spirits in the 
Mayeyi pantheon of deities (save for God). They are indefatigably 'other', by being 
shizikasi, . inzaninshumwe and kupisa, but at the same are also insiders in the sense 
that they are unspecific Mayeyi ancestors concerned with the well-being of _the group. 
5.3 The shirubi spirit 
The shirubi spirit is different to the other spirits that populate the occult world of the 
Mayeyi in that it has a recognisable persona and physiology. Rather than a host of 
spirits, it is a single entity. Where other spirits are described as usually 
unrecognisable82, the shirubi is instantly identifiable as ' the shirubi '. Informants often 
81 In isolation, ' wild ' and ' hot'. 
82 Throughout my interviews ziPiaka informants would explain that the matweti and other spirits would 
approach them in their dreams and would be a host of people that they could not necessarily recognise. 
Only rarely would a specific ancestor belonging to the bazumu step forward and become identifiable. 
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offered to draw a picture of this spirit (see Fig 5.3), something that was never 
suggested to me of other spirits that the Mayeyi people know of. 
Part of the reason for the shirubi 's instant recognisability is its unusual bodily 
features; the shirubi possesses only half a body. One side of the spirit's body is 
shrivelled and useless, while the other is identical in every respect to a normal 
human's body. Some informants explain that the useless part of the body is like wax, 
a mere miniature model of what the spirit is missing. Both the male and the female 
shirubi are missing a part of their body. One informant told me that the male shirubi 
has a healthy right half of the body while the female shirubi has a healthy lefi half of 
the body. Interestingly, this was the only example I came across of the dichotomy 
between left and right (see Needham 1973 for more on this dichotomy). The shirubi 
stick, a tool used for divining by the shirubi ifiaka, similarly has a representation of 
the spirit at its head, showing a malformed figure with only one side to its body. 
Not only is the shirubi malfmmed 'physically', it is also separated into two 
separate halves existentially. The shirubi, although repeatedly explained as being one 
single entitY, is divided into distinct female and male halves. These two halves reside 
separately in different parts of the landscape and are said never to meet. Should they 
meet, they would only fight, so - - -
avoid each other continually. The q " /'llf L"f' 
male shirubi half is believed to live : • \ ~ 
in the forests and bush, whereas the 
female shirubi is said to live along 
the banks of the river. When called 
to the male spirit, female neophytes 
are taken into the forest or bush 
while male neophytes, although 
rarely abducted, are called to the 
river-side by the female shirubi 
half. Interestingly these two areas 
coincide with the gendered domains 
of work. Men are responsible for 
the collection of poles from the 
forest as well as with the hunting 
that takes place both in the forest 
Sht KL 1b ' 
--
and on the plains. Women on the Fig. 5.3: A drawing of the male shirubi !,pirit 
other hand are responsible for the by a male informant. 
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collection of water-lilies, a staple food crop prior to the introduction of maize, and 
grass and reeds for the construction of roofs and courtyard walls, both of which are 
found along the banks of rivers. Of importance is the fact that the female shirubi is 
not found in the river. This links in with the gendered nature of the two halves. Men 
are responsible for fishing, an activity that takes place on the river, either from 
mokoros, or through the use of fish traps, not along its banks. 
The shirubi afflicts neophytes with a particular illness known as muyaruke. 
From most informants' accounts muyaruke sounds as similar, if not identical, to the 
muba disease described by Reynolds (1963:65). For the afflicted, muyaruke involves 
a particular form of madness that is a precondition to abduction by the spirit. People 
who have been afflicted with this disease explained to me that they would see the 
shirubi corning to them in their dreams, beckoning to them to join the spirit. Madness 
during the day would also ensue, with a violent dislike presented towards certain 
foods, people, and even colours of clothing (this varies from case to case, although 
the colour red seemed to be uniformly abhorred by muyaruke sufferers). Once the 
individual acquires muyaruke they essentially become neophytes of the shirubi spirit, 
requiring either to be treated so that they can learn to accommodate the spirit, or else 
to exorcise the spirit. Exorcism of the spirit is described as being an option for the 
person suffering from muyaruke, but if the spirit desires the patient sufficiently it will 
simply return. 
Both halves of the shirubi are believed to take neophytes as desired marital 
partners. For this reason both halves are said to prefer to take their neophytes from the 
ranks of unmarried villagers. This doesn't stop them from inflicting muyaruke on 
married individuals though. Indeed, if one were to follow instrumental approach of 
. possession analysis, it becomes evident that a number of the female adepts of the cult · 
are in, or were in, troubled relations with the men of their family, be they fathers, 
brothers, or a husband. Once a married individual is afflicted with muyaruke the 
break-up of their 'real' marriage invariably follows. However, once the neophyte 
undergoes the necessary sweating out ritual to become an adept of the shirubi cult, the 
spirit runs away from the union. Illicit sexual contact is said to continue on occasions 
with the shirubi visiting the adept to fornicate with him or her as they sleep. 
Abduction of the individual does not happen again. This, informants say, is because 
the shirubi is afraid of any "marital problems". Shirubi zifiaka that I interviewed told 
me that one remains married to the shirubi unto death. It is significant that broken 
marriages take on an aura of respectability if the shirubi spirit is seen as responsible. 
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"There is nothing he [the husband] can do" explained Agatha, a shirubi inaka, "if the 
shirubi wants the woman [the wife]". 
Numerically the shirubi zinaka are perhaps the most prevalent of zifiaka 
among the Mayeyi people. I suggest that the reason for this is not that the spirit 
associated with the cult is more active than others, but that the prevalence is due to 
the skills of the shirubi ifiaka being able to be passed on to others without the need of 
possession by the actual spirit itself. For a small fee a shirubi ifiaka will teach anyone 
who should so wish the techniques and skills of the shirubi ifiaka. For this reason 
zifiaka from other cults tend to look down on the shirubi zinaka, often claiming that 
the shirubi zifiaka are not ' real' healers. On the other hand, many other zinaka will 
seek out a shirubi inaka to be able to further their own knowledge of the muyaruke 
disease. The importance of this is attested to in the amount of songs that are sung in 
its name during drummings for a different group of spirits. For instance I was most 
taken aback at the first matweti drumming that I attended, where the majority of the 
songs for the first half of the evening were addressed not to the· matweti, but to the 
shirubi. Inforrriants explained. that ·although the drumming was for the matweti, the 
shirubi was vitally important to the healing process. Not only was there the possibility 
that the shirubi, rather than the matweti, was possessing the afflicted, but that the 
"matweti and the shirubi work together". 
The shirubi cult is by no means new. Reynolds (1963:65), in his monograph 
on Barotse magic and divination, reports on the Zambian njangula cult. His 
informants explained that there were two types of spirit, the mwenda-njangula and the 
· mwenda-lutaka, which were ·considered to be creatures in the hum;m form, but both 
only possessing half a body. The limbs on one side were described as being alive, 
while the other side was made of wax. These spirits were said to live in dense bush, 
afraid of the harsh sunlight that would melt their wax bodies. Gluckman (1951 :85) in 
his account of the Lozi describes these creatures as being "demons of the bush and 
plain respectively" . He also goes on to explain that should either of these spirits desire 
a man or a woman they would kidnap them, or at the very least afflict them with a 
teiTible disease [muba] (ibid:85). "Shirubi" is the ShiYeyi tem1 for njangula, with 
informants often refeiTing to the njangula as synonymous with. shirubi. The shirubi is 
also known as the moshitu diomon by the traditional healers association in Katima 
Mulilo. This is the SiFwe term for the njangula or shirubi, thus suggesting that the 
cult is spread throughout the Caprivi region, most likely through the spread of Lozi 
ideas between the 1860s and the early 1900s. 
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For the most part acolytes of the Shirubi spirit cult are women. A small 
number of men are also recognised as being Shirubi zifiaka. Often, these men will be 
possessed by the Matweti soon after their possession by the shirubi spirit. Another 
drumming I attended was of this very nature, where a man who had previously been 
afflicted, and subsequently overcome muyaruke, was now being afflicted by the 
matweti possession illness. Lewis' (1989) argument for distinguishing between 
peripheral and central cults of affliction can give some insight into these particular 
instances. The men who are afflicted by the shirubi before being afflicted by the 
matweti tend to come from a poorer socio-economic group, the babahungwe (those 
who do not hold [land]), than the men who are initially afflicted by the matweti 
spirits. Through the prestige that they may gain through being zifiaka it is 
theoretically possible for the male shirubi ifiaka to gain enough wealth to become a 
member of the ibatilishanyena (those who hold [land])83. I say theoretically since it is 
invariably the case that if an ifiaka obtains a large financial base, accusations of 
witchcraft emerge from their neighbours against them84. 
Many zifiaka begin their careers . as shirubi zifiaka, and then subsequently 
become possessed either by the injira or matweti spirits. One woman infom1ant had 
been possessed by the shirubi spirit early in her life. After a few years she was then 
possessed by the ancestral matweti spirits, seeing them in her dreams and often 
feeling her movements being controlled by them. She explained that an uneasy truce 
lay between the two spirit categories within her body. The shirubi spirit would not 
leave her until she died, that it was like marriage, but she could not be possessed by 
both the shirubi and the matweti at any one time. She explained that she would · 
usually see the shirubi in ~er dreams, but that it was the matweti who would actually 
use her body. This is not to say that the matv.,eti did not visit her in her sleep. She . 
explained that in her dreams the spirits were only talking to her, but that when 
dancing or divining the spirits actually took over her body. 
Occasionally zifiaka will be possessed by the shirubi spirit after already being 
possessed by the injira spirits (see below on the injira spirits). In the one case I came 
across, a female ifiaka had been possessed by the shirubi after her possession by the 
83 Land is acquired either through the chief who might award land, or through familial inheritance and 
marriage. Theoretically land cannot be bought. 
84 Lewis deals with this detail in his paper' A Structural Approach to Witchcraft and Spirit-possession' 
(1970) which he again builds upon in his book, Ecstatic Religion ( 1989). The symbols by which the 
afflicted can gain prestige within the community are the very same symbols that can drag the afflicted 
down when he or she is viewed as having overstepped the bounds of their social position. Judging by 
recent ethnographies dealing with accumulation and the occult (Ashforth 2005; Austen 1993; 
Auslander 1993; Niehaus 200 I; Sanders & Moore 2001 ), the fear of individuals accumulating wealth 
and prestige through occult powers is still a concern within a small, close-knit community. 
135 
Chapter 5 - Spirits and Possession 
injira spirits; she stressed that the injira were more important than the shirubi. This 
example points out the relatively inferior position that the shirubi ziPiaka hold among 
the various types of ziPiaka within the Mayeyi culture. One of the male shirubi zinaka 
whom I met, had initially been possessed by the shirubi, and was then later possessed 
by the matweti spirits .. From this one can discern a type of hierarchy of the spirits 
according to the Mayeyi informants that I spoke to, with the matweti being seen as the 
most important and powerful, followed by the iry.ira, with the shirubi coming in as 
the least powerful of all the spirits. 
Lewis (1989) describes how what he calls peripheral possession cults tend to 
be filled with 'outside' spirits. That is, spirits that are not associated with the group. 
Forest spirits are a good example of this outsider status. They are not evil as such, but 
are rather amoral. Both zifiaka and their patients stress the licentious nature of the 
forest spirits that afflict the Mayeyi. 
From my discussions with shirubi zinaka, and family members of these 
indiYiduals, it became apparent that the neophyte afflicted by muyaruke is at a stage 
in their life where there is severe stress. This stress is often the result of an unhappy 
marriage. Although it is never overtly mentioned, life histories of shirubi (and injira) 
ziiiaka often show that the marital partner will leave the relationship soon after the 
individual has been afflicted with the possession illness. In other cases a stressful 
relationship is evident between say the daughter and the parents. One shirubi iiiaka 
recounted (while her father. was sitting nearby) how the relationship between her and 
her father was troubled to say the least, with incessant arguments and shouting at one 
. another. She now says that this was due to the madness in:f;1icted by the shirubi. Now, 
after being cured and becoming a s(lirubi inaka in her own right, the relationship has 
been healed. Other villagers mention how the father started to treat the daughter 
differently after her illness became.evident by respecting her more and giving her less 
work to do. Informants explain that the affliction by the shirubi is the cause of these 
conflicts. The only way to heal relations is therefore to cure the afflicted individual of 
their possession illness. Lewis (1989) argues that conflict or stress results in overt 
possession by a spirit as a form of rebellion or resistance against something that is 
oppressive. From the narratives of those I spoke to, I would agree with Lewis on this 
point, although I feel that possession in Diyeyi is more complex than simply being a 
representation and instmmental means to better one's position within the community 
(see Boddy 1994). 
Compared to the ancestral spirits, considered generally benevolent (but still 
dangerously powerful), the forest spirits are considered dangerous and potentially 
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harmfully mischievous. During an interview one woman warned that I should not ask 
so many questions about the shirubi spirit as the spirit was dangerous and might not 
appreciate all the questions about it. Interestingly, the female shirubi is considered 
more dangerous than the male shirubi. She is quicker to anger and more prone to 
inflicting harm than the male shirubi half. Both halves are considered licentious, but 
the female more so. Informants explain that when the shirubi beckons for its 
neophytes, the male half does so using an impindo85, while the female half "just 
beckons" with her hand. The female shirubi's control is also considered to be stronger 
over the male acolytes. This is particularly seen in the case of marriage. Female 
zifzaka are often left alone sexually by the male shirubi, should they decide to 'marry' 
a human patiner. The female shirubi on the other hand continues to demand sexual 
relations with her male acolytes, often driving away the human female partner. Male 
informants insisted to me that women in general are more licentious than men. 
Because of this, they explained, they are seen as being dangerous to the lineage as 
. they have the potential to break the fan1ily apart by pitting man against man. This was 
described in the second chapter concerning virilocal residence and bilateral 
inheritance. 
When a neophyte is afflicted with muyaruke, they are most often described as 
becoming mad or "abnormal". The father of a female shirubi ifiaka explained that 
when she was afflicted with muyaruke as a young girl, she would suddenly go crazy 
.at the sight of the colour red. Usually quiet individuals suddenly become frenetic, 
running into the bush or to the riverside without warning. Very often a.female patient 
suspected to have been afflicted with the possession illness would disappear into the. 
bush for a period of time, causing alarm among relatives. This is said to be the male 
shirubi spirit kidnapping the patient to become a marital partner of his . . Often these 
unions are perceived to result in the pregnancy of female neophytes86. These 
pregnancies, oddly, hardly ever come to full term. In the ·same way, deformed 
children are often described as being children of the shirubi. Informants explain that 
the shirubi, deformed as he/she is, cannot possibly be the father/mother of a fully 
formed child. Ideas as to mental or physical handicap have however changed over the 
years. An older informant explained that in the days of her youth mentally or 
handicapped children would be ascribed to the shirubi whether they lived or died. A 
few older informants explained that in the past a child of the shirubi would be left in 
85 Whistle. 
86 Lewis (1989) describes ostensible possession, and subsequent fornication with a spirit, as being a 
cover for unwanted pregnancy. 
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the forest for the shirubi spirit to find, much the same way as Evans-Pritchard 
(1956:84) describes the Nuer as putting monstrous births in the water as they are 
believed to be baby hippopotami accidentally born as humans. Thus the shirubi child 
was returned to the shirubi spirit. Curr-ently, if the child survives infancy, bio-medical 
reasons are given for its deficiency. If, however, the child dies, this is once again 
ascribed to its having been the child of the shirubi. 
There are a few mentally handicapped individuals in Diyeyi that are well 
known to the local populace. One such individual is Gambela, who has Down 
Syndrome, who would always come up to wherever I was interviewing, or even just 
simply sitting, to see what was going on. Wherever there was activity, Gam bela 
would be nearby. The tolerance that the rest of the community afford him is only 
matched by that given to possessed individuals. For instance, at a church service that I 
attended in Samudono Village, he walked up to where the village choir were singing 
and happily joined in, even thought it meant he was singing a completely different 
hymn. At drumming rituals he would join the possessed around the fire, dancing for. 
all he was worth, but always in the same characteristics of his usual day-to-day antics. 
At the Mayeyi festivities, when politicians and chieftains were all watching the 
official dancing, Gambela strode out into the sandy arena and danced with the other 
'official' dancers. At one stage he took off his pants, exposing his underwear and 
mimicked fornicating with one of the dancers who simply ignored Gambela's feigned 
advances. Even Gambela's name, which he insists people caii him, is actuaiiy a 
. shortening of Ingambela, the second in cominand to the chief. Gambela insists that he 
is the lngambela, hence his self-appointed name. 
There is more to the local tolerance of Gan1bela than simply tolerating an 
individual who is considered different. Older members of the area suggest that 
Gambela is indeed a child of the shirubi spirit. Others take a more bio-medical 
approach, saying it is a 'natural' problem. However, it is interesting to see that 
Gambela is treated like other neophytes at drumming rituals. Although he never acts 
with the same degree of 'abnormality' as possessed neophytes, he nonetheless is 
offered the same herbs and medicines, as well as cool and hot water during the course 
of the night's activities. Even his presence at a drumming seems to be sought after, 
with people expressing disappointment when he is not there. Perhaps the label of 
being a child of the shirubi is an idiom in which people can make sense of Gam bela's 
condition. Certainly the bio-medical paradigm has given new meaning to Gambela's 
traits. Nevertheless Gambela is still seen as ' abnormal' by many Mayeyi, and was 
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pointed out when people wanted to illustrate both the concept of the shirubi child, as 
well as a person who is possessed. 
Patients to be cured of the shirubi spirit must undergo a ritual sweating out, 
where they are given the ability to communicate with the spirit. This 'sweating out' is 
similar to the healing rituals of the other spirits that are found in the occult world of 
the Mayeyi, which I have observed on numerous occasions. According to informants 
the sweating process of the shirubi and the matvveti is almost identical. Differences 
are found in the songs and medicines that are collected, but with the format remaining 
essentially the same. The afflicted individual is brought into a staging area where the 
presiding inaka will cover the afflicted with a blanket, at the same time placing a 
boiling pot of water mixed with herbs under the blanket. In this way the afflicted 
person sweats prodigiously from the heat and lack of oxygen under the blanket. The 
aim of this exercise is to 'sweat out dirt', as well as become possessed by the spirit 
itself. Through this process the afflicted person is meant to learn how to control his or 
her possession. Sweating out is used both for accommodating the spirit, and for the 
exorcising of a spirit. In accommodating the spirit the possessed ip.dividual learns to 
live with the spirit, thereby becoming empowered by it. The same process, but with a 
different goal (and apparently different muti) is used in order to exorcise the spirit. 
While possessed, the afflicted will collect herbs from the bush, which the 
presiding ifiaka will boil over a central fire. In this way the possessed individuals 
essentially treat themselves. If there is instruction it is done in an oblique manner, 
particularly as all zifiaka (of all spirit cults) stress that it is not other _humans who 
teach them how to heal; but the spirits themselv~s. The process is not a short one, and 
sweating out rituals, which take place as part of an all-night drumming or shiumbo 
-(ngoma, according to Janzen (1992)8? are done through the CO\lrse of numerous . 
nights, rather than a single ritual all-night dmmming. Once cured the neophyte is 
considered an adept of the shirubi. Communication between the spirit and the adept 
continues through dreams and the occasional nightly visitations. During shiumbo the 
adept, while possessed by the spirit, is also capable of seeing the shirubi. For 
instance, one female traditional healer explained that when she was fully possessed by 
the spirit she would be able to see it dancing next to her. 
If anything the shirubi cult is a reification of the cosmological oppositions 
described in Chapter Three. If one were to follow Lewis' (1989) reading that 
peripheral cults are overt forms of resistance (often gendered) against an established 
87 For more information on ngoma and healing through drumming and trance in Africa see also van 
Dijk, Reis & Spierenburg (2000). 
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hegemony (see for instance Ong 1988; Sharp 1999), the irony here would be that the 
shirubi reifies the concepts that create the hegemony in the first place. Within the 
cult's symbolism one sees that the idea ofthe licentious and quick to anger female is 
in fact reified through the vision of the mischievous female half of the shirubi spirit 
entity. Domains of labour are again mapped out by the cult. The female half resides in 
the geographic space that is associated with the labour of women, while the male half 
resides in the woodland, a geographical space associated with men. Interestingly this 
also sets out associations that are evident in the matweti cult. If the male half resides 
in woodland areas, spaces that are often ascribed as being shizikasi, the cult thereby 
suggests that it is men who must deal with those things in the world that are 
considered shizikasi. This harks back to the idea of the complementarity evinced in 
Chapter Three. The female adherents of the cult thus invert this by following the male 
shirubi into the shizikasi woodland, a space that is the domain of men. So yes, the 
shirubi cult is a means by which marginalised members of society can indeed obtain 
better standing in a meaningful sense within the society. Babahungwe (those who do 
not hold [land]) men obtain some fmancial security and prestige, while .women are 
given more leniencies· in their day-to-day activities regarding men. Significantly, 
relationships between men and women need to change for the woman to either 
accommodate or reject the spirit. However, while relationships change, and the 
micro-politically marginalised obtain better standing within the community, to do so 
it reifies the very symbols that they are attempting to resist. 
Spirit possession needs to be viewed with more than just the instrumental 
analysis offered by Lewis (1989). The cult is still very much about illness and 
healing. Adherents don' t join the cult with .the aim in mind of snubbing the village 
elite or challenging ascribed categories. They join to heal th.emselves of everyday, 
temporal misfortune and debilitating sickness. As with the matweti, it is not the 
individual who chooses the spirits, but the spirit who chooses the individual. To 
suggest that the cult is solely about resistance would be missing the point of the 
healing strategies used by the adepts and neophytes. 
5.4 The injira spirits 
Where the mat-vveti and shirubi spirit cults stress the idea of the bounded and 
corporate nature of the Mayeyi people, the injira cult seeks out alterity. Like with the 
shirubi zifiaka, the in} ira category of traditional healers are said to be possessed by 
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spirits that reside in the forest, these being the injira88 spirits. Interpreted into English, 
"injira" means "the way". Healers who have been possessed by this group of spirits 
explain that the injira continually show them ' the way', directing the body of the 
adept such that the adept becomes like a vessel for the possessing spirits. Informants 
would give the example that when out walking in the bush, they will suddenly stoop 
down and pick up a plant, or step away from their path to collect leaves or some other 
material, without actually knowing why. They explain that they are being controlled 
by the injira in these actions. Other inexplicable behaviour, like the abhorrence of 
certain foods and the desire to wear modern European clothing is also ascribed to the 
possession of the injira spirits. As such the injira continue to possess their acolytes 
throughout the day and night on a near permanent basis (other spirits possess their 
adepts and neophytes during periods of affliction and trance dancing). The iFiaka does 
not give his/her body entirely to the injira so that his/her personality becomes that of 
the spirits. Rather the spirits act as a guiding force, occasionally actively controlling 
the body; but never completely taking over. In this way informants describe injira as 
"being in the blood". 
Like with the shirubi cult, followers of the injira cult fall ill with a possession 
sickness that signals the beginning of their vocation to healing. Unlike muyaruke, 
though, the afflicted individual does not act in a violent or erratic manner. Rather an 
extreme form of lethargy overtakes the afflicted person. The whole body is said to 
ache and breathing becomes difficult. Unless the afflicted individual is treated they 
will li~ely die, usually by wast.ing away. One informant explained that the iqness 
brou~ht on by the injira is almost identical to sleeping sickness (tripanosomiasis). 
Behaviour described as madness can also set in, although this is purportedly less 
likely than the extreme lethargy that usually marks the onset of possession by the 
injira. Also, like the shirubi spirit cult, injira are said to copulate with their neophytes 
and adepts, often leading to destruction of a marriage union in the empirical world. 
Unlike the marriage metaphor of the shirubi spirit cult, the in} ira are seen as purely 
mischievous in their fornication with adepts, rather than the shirubi which is seen as 
seeking a marital partner. 
The injira cult is a relative newcomer to Diyeyi, and indeed to the whole of 
the Caprivi Strip. Informants can trace back to the first person to be afflicted by the 
injira, a Masubiya man by the name of Mushakwa. The second person was a Mayeyi 
by the name of Jackson Fwelimbe. He was taken to Zambia in August 1963 to be 
healed by the 'Society of Twelve', a young cult described in detail by Barrie 
88 In) ira = Sing. and pl. 
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Reynolds (1963) and Philip Silverman (1977). Wim van Binsbergen (1977) has also 
looked at the nzila cult in Zambia in relation to other affliction cults that evinced 
innovative structure and healing rites. 
Although not as popular, in terms of the number of followers, as some of the 
other cults that are in evidence in Diyeyi, injira is interesting in that it is so removed 
from the matweti and shirubi cults. Sadly, I was unable to attend any dances for the 
injira, as there were only two that occurred during my stays in the area that I knew of, 
and I only heard about them after the event (the one injira drumming was actually 
performed on the same night that I was watching another matvveti drumming in a 
different village). Informants who attended recounted these events to me in detail. 
Being a relatively young cult in comparison to the other spirit cults, one could trace 
links between the various injira adepts in the region. There have been roughly three 
generations of injira healers in the Diyeyi region. The first generation is that of 
Jackson Fwelimbe who travelled through to Zambia to be healed. The second 
generation are those who were healed by Jackson.in Diyeyi, and Mushakwa in Subiya 
territory. There are quite likely others who also travelled to Zambia in the early 1960s 
to be treated by the Society of Twelve, but it is Mushakwa and Jackson who are 
known tlu·oughout the Eastern Caprivi as being the original injira zinaka in the area. 
The Caprivi is now experiencing its third generation of injira adepts. Those that I 
spoke to were either second or third generation injira zinaka. 
Unlike the matweti spirits which are identified as being African men and 
women, the injira, although still seen as consisting of both sexes, are said to have pale 
skins, · like those of Europeans. They are also said to be extraordinarily beautiful. 
Their attire is reported, by those who have seen them in their drean1s .or while trance 
dancing, to consist of white linen robes. These robes, 'informants say, are like those 
that they believe Arabs would wear. These spirits .are said to show 'the way' to their 
adepts. In ShiYeyi the word 'injira' also means ' the way' . The Silozi term 'nzila ' 
again means the same, so it is no surprise that the cult is still known as nzila in 
Zambia. The spirits are said to instruct their adepts and neophytes in just about every 
daily task. Although they do not show the signs of possession, adepts explain that the 
injira spirits are always within them. One informant elaborated by saying that if he 
was in the bush and without knowing why, suddenly stooped down to pick something 
up, it would be the injira spirits manipulating his body. As he put it, the injira would 
be showing him the way, as the plant material that he picked up would be necessary 
for some medicinal purpose or other. 
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Like with other spirits, the injira spirits are said usually to come to their 
neophytes and adepts through dreams. In these dreams a group of people can be seen 
dancing or singing. Interestingly, adepts insist that the injira are associated with 
nature, like the wild and capricious Shirubi spirit. Like the Shirubi spirit, the Injira 
are believed to come to their adepts and neophytes so as to fornicate with them in 
their sleep. As a result of this, individuals who have been possessed often complain of 
the pressure that has been put on their marital relationships. As one man, a well-
known injira ifiaka, exclaimed to me, he preferred it when the male spirits visited 
him, as then be would not have to sleep with them. This same ifiaka was not married 
when he was first possessed by the injira. This would suggest that marital relations in 
themselves are not the cause of initial possession as an overt statement of resistance 
(see Lewis 1989). 
5.4.1 The historical emergence of the nzila/i11jira cult 
Nzila, meaning 'the way' in SiLozi89, can be linked back to a single individual, Katota 
Chana90, who was afflicted with a disease that caused him to act like a madman and 
behave irrationally. According to Silverman's informants91 , the founder of the cult 
was ill for some eleven years before he went to live in a · forest where be managed to 
cure himself after communicating with a spirit that told him he was ill with a disease 
ostensibly sent by God. Despite being seen as a disease sent by God, possession by 
European-like spirits was still an integral part of the cult. On Chana's return he treated 
twelve other men who came to him with similar symptoms to those he had suffered. 
Chana's method of curing involved the erection of a small windbreak or shelter. where 
daily ablutions were held with specially medicated water (van Binsbergen 1977: 160). 
The twelve men who Chana treated became doctors in their own right, and the 
'Twelufu Society' was formed (Reynolds 1963:133). 
A strict system of hierarchy emerged, with the founder being the principle 
healer among the group. The other twelve members would also perfmm healing 
rituals, but certain tasks were left exclusively to Chana. For instance, a patient of nzila 
would go to spend the night at Chana's village (Reynolds 1963:135). The patient and 
89 
"Nzila" can also mean, "the path" 
90 Reynolds ( 1963: 133) identifies Chana as originally having been Rice Kamanga. Kamanga changed 
his name shortly after becoming a prophet of the Society of Twelve (Twelufu Society) which he 
founded. This later became the nzila cult. 
9 1 Both Reynolds ( 1963) and van Binsbergen ( 1977) corroborate this account. 
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the subordinate healer who had initially been consulted would then have to return to 
the patient's village where a lengthy healing process would have to begin. The patient, 
guided by the possessing spirits would be responsible for collecting various roots and 
herbs which the healer would assist the patient in preparing and using. Cleanliness 
was stressed, and the patient, according to the wishes of the spirits that possessed him 
or her, would bathe regularly in medicated waters so as to maintain their cleanly state. 
The spirits were thus disdainful of anything considered dirty, which incidentally 
would seem to coincide with the European perception of dirt. Thus, eating with 
fingers rather than utensils was seen as dirty, as was wearing traditional skins, and 
walking barefoot in the street, things that the colonial Europeans may have been seen 
to avoid. 
To divine whether an individual was afflicted by the nzila, a healer would seat 
the patient on a chair next to a small table on which a cup of tea would be placed 
(Silverman 1977:3 81 ). Songs accompanied by the ringing of small bells would be 
sung while the healer recited names of diseases. The patient would respond to these . 
names by shivering (yes) or shaking his head (no) on the recitation of the affliction 
that he or she would be suffering from. If it was nzila, the patient would then start the 
process that would cure him of it, if another disease, he or she would consult with the 
appropriate traditional healer. The main curing ritual took place at the home of the 
patient (ibid:382). The nzila healer, dressed in up-to-date western clothing, 
ceremonially washed the patient in medicated water in front of a gathering of 
onlookers and. singers. The climax of the ritual then followed when the patient was 
seated again in front of the cup of tea. When the patient was gripped by the spirits, be 
. . 
or she would attempt to grasp the cup of tea. This was then a sign that the healing 
procedure had been successful. After the night's dancing, the ·patient would then 
construct a small wind-break or shelter where the necessary ablutions with medicated 
water prescribed by the spirits were carried out. This could last from a few days up to 
several months, after which the shelter was then destroyed. While in this shelter the 
patient was instructed by the spirits to behave in a healthy manner; to avoid drinking 
and fighting, eating certain foods and even fornicating (Silverman 1977:384). Other 
guidance was given as to how to live, as well as to forgive old enemies and live in 
peace. 
Significantly the nzila cult was originally known as Mukuwa, the Lozi word 
for a European. It was apparently believed that the afflicted person spoke in strange 
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tongues that were reminiscent of the language that the Europeans spoke (ibid:380) . 
Reynolds, (1963:133) writing of the Luvale, where the founder of the Nzila cult 
emerged, also mentions that the cult was known as bindele, the Luvale word for 
European. Neither author can explain the sudden change to the word 'nzila '. 
Informants in the Caprivi explained the name change along the lines that many people 
believed that they had been afflicted with the possession illness while travelling 
through the bush; or "along the path". A second interpretation of the cult's name by 
one of its members was that the spirits showed ' the way' for its members to behave. 
After the patient had been fully cured he or she had the option of becoming 
apprenticed as a junior healer to the adept who had cured them. All sufferers also had 
the option of attending the weekly Twelufu meetings that were held by an nzila healer 
in a manner similar to a church gathering (ibid:385). Reynolds (1963:134) also 
explained how the spirit told Chana to erect a 'church' for these weekly meetings. 
There were also links to the Christian mythology in the fact that. there were twelve 
adepts around a central prophet (the twelve apostles)(ibid:l37). The popularity of the 
nzila cult was evident in its rapid expansion across Zambia and into Zimbabwe and 
Botswana. While in Zambia it would seem that there was also significant control 
exercised over the movement by its founder (van Binsbergen 1977). The number of 
followers was such that by March 1972 there were 96 782 adherents to the cult and 
before that, in 1966, it was formally recognised by the Zambian government as the 
'Zambia nzila Sect' (Muntemba 1972:3 cited in van Binsbergen 1977:161). Between 
the period of the nzila cult's emergence in the 1940s to the 1970s, it had gro.wn from a 
handful of followers to a formal organisation with build~ngs and property in major 
towns in Zambia and an annual convention at the cult's headquarters in Mongu was 
established for the distribution of 'essential paraphernalia' and to maintain centralised 
control over the cult' s adherents (van Binsbergen 1977:161). 
Silverman's (1977) analysis of the Zambian nzila cult was that it was an idiom 
by which local elites were able to justify a yearned-for separation from the village 
masses. I would go further than saying it was merely an idiom; like Bruce Kapferer's 
(2005:48) writing on ritual as dynamic process, I would suggest that the nzila cult was 
a means by which participants could actually enter the "vital processes of life", and 
ultimately change the dynamics of the world. The nzila cult not only made sense of a 
modernising and developing world, it allowed participants the possibility of entering 
that world. Here it is interesting to note that the nzila cult in Zambia today has a large 
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base of adolescent followers (Arnett 2006), a demographic that is often perceived to 
be yearning modernity and its trappings. 
5.4.2 The injira ritual - mimicry of European others 
In a seeming parody of colonial institutions, the injira ritual, like the nzila rituals of 
Zambia, revolves around the elaborate use of a ' cup tea'. The ' cup tea' is a cup and 
saucer, preferably white, filled with 'rhimo' (wall filler paste92) and the ground-up 
bones of a chicken, with a cross inscribed on the top. Silverman (1977) relates the 
cross to the connection between Christian ideas and the Zambian nzila cult's 
symbolism. The patient is made to sit in front of the "cup tea" that has been placed on 
a small table or inverted pounding pot (shitono) that has been covered with a small 
tablecloth. Again, the cloth is preferably white, but can be of any colour or pattern, as 
long as it is clean. The presiding healer uses a small bell that he or she rattles near the 
·patient's head. If the patient is indeed possesse_d by the injira h~ or she will try to 
grasp hold of the 'cup tea' . Any other individuals in the dancing group around the 
patient, who are similarly possessed by the injira, will also attempt to grasp the 'cup 
tea' . Throughout the dancing the bell is repeatedly rung to both call the Injira spirits 
to the drumming, as well as to keep them there. As such, the use of the bell marks 
stages in the ritual. When the patient goes into a trance or passes out through the 
intensity of the possession, the bell is once more used to calm them down, and bring 
them back from their possession trance. 
Silverman (1977) describes the nzila ritual as being a parody of the colonial 
masters of then Northem Rhodesia. The ritual revolving around the ' cup tea' is quite 
a~ elaborate mimicry or parody (of course the participants are unlikely to describe it 
as such) of the British colonial penchant for tea served in porcelain cups. The filling 
used for the 'cup tea' is also indicative of modernity and affluence. Rhimo paste is 
used as crack filler in masonry and plastering. Only the affluent in the Caprivi have 
plastered walls that would require the use of this paste. Moreover the only place one 
would find these houses are in an urban setting. The use of the bell is further mimicry 
of the use of a small bell to call for the tea and to have the spent cups removed by an 
92 The use of 'rhimo' rather than lime (which was apparently originally used by Injira adepts) is 
possibly another symbol of European penetration. The product, although freely available in Katima 
Mulilo, is only used by white residents and wealthy urbanised people in Katima Mulilo who can afford 
brick houses rather than the traditional mud and thatch huts. 
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African servant. Similarly there is the emphasis by the spirits on things perceived as 
'clean', and the general cleanliness of their adepts. Watson, an injira ifiaka, explained 
to me that he would have to wash twice a day as the spirits commanded him to do so. 
He also told me how he was not allowed to drink any water that the spirits did not 
deem 'fresh' (water that had been left out overnight in an open container was deemed 
stale and un-fresh. Any water not directly from a river had to be kept in a closed 
container). Oddly, if the injira 1itual is a type of mimicry of European habits, it is of 
Europeans of a bygone era. The central tropes of the ritual (the 'cup tea' , the bell and 
ideas of cleanliness) are all almost identical to when the nzila cult was reported over 
forty years ago. If the injira cult is about mimicry, who is it mimicking? Alternatively 
if the injira spirit ritual is about parody, why is it parodying colonial era Europeans of 
which the current followers have little or no experience. If the ritual were indeed to be 
linked to a meta-narrative of modernity, surely the object of parody would be linked 
to disenchantment. In which case those most likely to be parodied would possibly be 
African politicians, and European tourists and developers. 
· There are some important differences between the nzila cult as it was reported 
in Zambia, and the injira cult as currently practised in Diyeyi which may explain why 
mimicry and parody are not necessarily goals of the injira cult. Silverman (1977) 
writes that the adherents of the cult in Zambia were predominantly of the African 
village elite. He suggests that the cult became a means by which local elites were able 
to justify a yearned-for separation from the village masses, and acquire something of 
the prestige and material wealth of the urbanised African elite, as well as of the 
Europeans. In Diyeyi the adherents of the injira cult come predominantly from the 
politically marginalised members of Mayeyi society; women and marginalised men of 
the bahahungi;e (those who are poor). Lewis (1989), writing of peripheral cults, adds 
meaning to the Zambian nzila cult, where local village elites, although elite within the 
village context, were still marginalised and on the periphery in terms of the more 
affluent urbanised members of the community. Both the old form of nzila, found in 
Zambia, and injira, found in Diyeyi, seem to address the marginalised. The difference 
is the type of marginalisation. 
A more obvious difference is found in the structure of the cult. In Zambia the 
nzila cult was hierarchical, with the cult essentially revolving around the founder 
member, Katota Chana. Lesser adepts or prophets had to report to the twelve senior 
prophets who were subordinate still to Chana (Reynolds 1963, van Binsbergen 1977). 
Regular meetings were held on a Sunday, much like a church service. Indeed, much 
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of the original structure of the nzila cult seems to be copied from the Christian Church 
(Silverman 1977:385). Once the cult grew, however, this structure would have 
become difficult to maintain, particularly as the cult developed trans-national appeal. 
In the Caprivi there is now a marked lack of order in the cult. Adepts are essentially 
independent agents and there was certainly no regular gathering of irijira zifiaka. This 
is in stark contrast to the nzila cult in Zambia, which was recognised as an official 
religious sect by the Zambian Government (Muntemba 1972:3 cited in van 
Binsbergen 1977:161). Moreover, at the time of van Binsbergen's paper there was an 
annual nzila convention at Mongu Village, the cult's headquarters, for the distribution 
of 'essential paraphernalia' (van Binsbergen 1977:161). Caprivians are far from the 
central hub of the nzila cult, meaning that there is no access to the centralised dogma, 
and procedures that mark the nzila cult. This opens space for innovation within the 
cult, which is evidenced by the changes that have emerged in the injira cult in the 
Capri vi. 
· Another significant change is the move from the idiom of perceived mo<;Jernity 
to one of the bush. In t.he nzila cult in Zan1bia cult adepts wore European dress when 
they were possessed (Reynolds 1963, Silverman 1977), whereas it was explained to 
me by one irijira ifiaka that he could not dance for the irijira unless he wore 
traditional makombe (dancing regalia, see chapter 4, fig 4.3) consisting of reed skirts, 
leather straps with zebra hair sticking out and the necessary bead necklaces and body 
straps. He . told me that he would have to don this costume prior to dancing; 
explaining to me that if he didn't, and wore modern clothes, the injira spirits would 
not "come near" him or possess hi'm. Nzila spirits in Zambia seem to have been 
outsiders in the sense that they were perceived to be European of origin. lnjira spirits 
in Namibia, on the other hand are in a sense domesticated, althqugh they are . 
considered to be a part of the bush. or forest. Where the. nzila cult tried to eliminate 
elements that were the least reconcilable with European medicinal practices such as 
dancing, costumes and ecstatic behaviour (Silvem1an 1977:3 85), the injira . cult 
actively promotes them. 
I suggest that the object of the injira cult is still very much the same as the 
nzila cult. It is still a means by which participants hope to change the world through 
powerful outsider or bush spirits and so claim a part of modernity and development 
for themselves. Paul Henley (2006) writes of the Hauka cult of West Africa, where he 
argues the mimicry of European governmental positions and individuals is done with 
a similar intention in mind. 
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The European colonial world that is evoked in the modelling of the Hauka spirit 
world may appear absurd, authoritarian, and violently aggressive. However, to 
suggest that the projection of this negative image of the colonial world is the 
purpose ofthe modelling is to confuse the means with the end, since the beings 
whom the dancers are seeking to embody are not human Others, but spirit 
Others ... One must be careful not to conflate mimesis and parody here. Although 
mimesis may often be associated with parody and satire, it can also arise as a 
result of exaggerated respect (Henley 2006:752-3). 
Henley doesn't go so far as to say that the Hauka adepts were trying to flatter their 
colonial masters, but neither were they attempting to mock them. Here I would go 
further and argue that mimesis is intended to bring about transference (much like the 
cargo cults of Melanesia93), such that the mimesis of Europeans in the injira cult is 
meant to bring about transference of political power, financial wealth and prosperity 
that seems to be so obviously in the hands of white Europeans, even today, as it was 
forty years ago. Ferguson (2002:5?5) c.omments, in the context of letters addressed to 
the ' West', that it. (being the letters) "is neither a mocking parody nor ·a pathetically 
colonised aping but a haunting claim for equal rights of membership in a spectacularly 
unequal global society". Now the injira are not seen necessarily as Europeans, 
although it is certainly inferred, but they are described as forest spirits, and as such are 
powerful 'others' to the Mayeyi. What is going on is similar to the process described 
by Werbner and what he has called 'semantic conversion' which is a 'process of 
recreating significance' and moulding something powerful and foreign into something 
local and controllable (Werbner 1989: 68). So, rather than the matweti and the shirubi 
cults which look to the group, the injira cult casts its gaze outside of the group, almost 
defying the boundaries imposed by the idea of a· collective Mayeyi polity. 
5.5 Conclusion 
A diverse array of spirits inhabits the Mayeyi's world. Although there is an increasing 
desire to develop and be part of what the Mayeyi villager perceives as the modem 
world - a commoditised and material existence, but also one which has increased 
health and social security only really available to those with financial means, at the 
same time there is an acute awareness of the spiritual world around the Mayeyi, and 
93 See Kaplan 1995; Whitehouse 1995. 
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that it can either assist or hold them back in their efforts to pursue that modernity. 
Various theories can be used to view the narratives and beliefs that surround the 
various spirits that the Mayeyi recognise. The instrumental approach of Lewis (1989), 
the therapeutic approach of Janzen (1992), Crapanzano's view that spirit possession 
can be viewed as an "idiom for articulating a certain range of experience" ( 1977: 1 0), 
or that of the Comaroffs, whom we will come to in the next chapter, who suggest that 
possession and similar iconoclastic movements form part of a global subculture lying 
in the shadow of a hegemonic order (1993:254), are all valid, and all improve one's 
understanding of possession and the discourse of occult spirits. 
Most contemporary studies on possession clearly illustrate that a central point 
of articulation in possession cults is about managing issues of identity (Larson 1998, 
Mcintosh 2004; Masquelier 1995, 2001, 2002). The spirit cults in Diyeyi are about 
identity on varying levels from the individual through to the group. As a reflection of 
social relations spirit possession allows individuals an opportunity to receive better 
. treatment by their peers an.d kin due to the weighty responsibility placed on their · 
shoulders by the spirits. In the injira cult, we see a yearned for modern identiti is 
sought after through the active agency of individuals who have been overcome by 
outsider spirits. The possession by spirits enables individuals to express their desires, 
personality and identity, not as their own, but as that of the spirits that possess them 
(Larsen 1998). As mentioned, identity is also reinforced at the level of the group. 
Commonly held understanding of the Mayeyi cosmology is highlighted and 
transcended through all-night drumming rituals. Opposing categories are made visible 
to the participants through the possession of the iflaka and his/her neophytes by the 
spirits. The cosmology is thus actively engaged with, and in so doing informs the 
participants who of 'we' are. 
From the discussion of the matweti and the shirubi cults it should become 
· evident that one cannot consider these cults without first having some understanding· 
of the Mayeyi cosmological worldview as this permeates through the symbols and 
praxis of the occult. A structuralist understanding of categories and dualisms that 
inform the Mayeyi perceptions of the occult is, I feel, the most rewarding in terms of 
drawing out threads of meaning for participants. As the description of the injira cult 
shows, a historicist approach is certainly necessary as well. However, the historicist 
approach is again not the only one, particularly as the indigenous critique of 
colonialism is not the only goal of the participants, something that seems to be 
missing from the proponents of the 'malcontents of modernity' meta-narrative 
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(Comaroff & Comaroff 1993). Thus I would argue for a synthesis oftheory to be able 
to properly understand spirit possession within the Caprivi Strip. 
By considering Mayeyi conceptions concerning the occult one can begin to 
discern central ideas in the way that individuals, as well as the group as a whole, 
operate. The occult world is a conceptual world par excellence. Therefore one can 
assume that by critically viewing the conceptual model of this occult world, one can 
begin to understand the view of the empirical world that the Mayeyi may have. Issues 
of morality and identity, in particular, will come to the fore as the narratives that 
revolve around the occult world inform those that will listen. 
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Occult Forces- Lived Identities 
CHAPTER 6 - WITCHCRAFT 
6.1 Introduction 
In a comparative paper on witchcraft beliefs Monica Wilson (1951 :313) concludes 
that "witch beliefs are the standardised nightmare of a group". In the introduction to 
this thesis I suggested that there is nothing new to the idea that witchcraft in all its 
guises is currently on the rise (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; Geschiere 1997; Colson 
2000; Sanders 2001). Certainly in Diyeyi one cannot spend any prolonged period of 
time in the area without coming across, and possibly even becoming involved, in the 
narratives and discourse94 of witchcraft revolving around witchcraft beliefs and fears. 
Where better to look for ideas about cosmology than in the realm of an all-pervasive 
discourse such as that of witchcraft that openly defines immoral behaviour? When 
considering Evans-Pritchard' s musings on why rational people take recourse to beliefs 
in witchcraft, one finds salience in his conm1ent that, "as a system of moral 
philosophy notions of witchcraft define the moral sentiments and have great influence 
upon conduct" (ibid:419). 
One cannot see the effect of a belief in witchcraft on individuals more plainly 
than when an informant admits that, should he behave in an anti-so~ial manner, he 
should expect murmurings of witchcraft accusati~ns drifting his way. The greatest 
irony, as the same informant pointed out, is that witches in Diyeyi are believed to be 
against development (see below), and that anyone who attempts to further their wealth 
through entrepreneurial schemes, and thereby potentially develop the community, is 
likely to be accused of witchcraft. Here I must stress that the vast majority of people 
that I spoke to view development in a particUlarly positive light. Development, for the 
94 By "involved in the narratives", I mean in the literal sense. In 2005 I had perpetual trouble with my 
vehicle, having to return to Katima Mulilo numerous times to have it repaired after continually 
breaking down while travelling between villages. A few of the villagers suggested, half laughingly, that 
my involvement in a community project of constructing a bridge across a flooded channel had possibly 
incensed a witch who then bewitched my vehicle. 
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average Mayeyi, equates to an increased wealth for the Mayeyi population as a whole, 
along with better facilities for health and education. All entrepreneurial schemes that I 
came across had to be given permission to proceed by the khuta. 
The only way that the khuta would give their blessing to a scheme was if the 
members of the khuta felt that the scheme would benefit the village community as a 
whole. Of course, if an individual attempts an entrepreneurial scheme without the 
consent of the khuta, and it works, resulting in financial gain, it does not take long 
before there are mutterings that the individual has operated 'in isolation' (shizikasi) to 
the rest of the community. From this gossip suspicions of witchcraft soon emerge. 
This is evident in the song that I heard at one all-night drumming, "You have to do 
things together; you cannot be in isolation". In a way, the consent of the khuta acts as a 
preventative against witchcraft gossip and accusations as the entrepreneur has 
constantly to tell the khuta of his or her activities and their relation to the community. 
I sat through a few of these meetings early on in my stays in Diyeyi. Although they 
seemed pointless to me, my assistant explained that the individual was now seen as 
operating 'in the open' (muzazi) and ·as such wouldn't be seen as a potential witch: 
Geschiere ( 1997) argues for consideration of both the levelling and 
accumulating aspects of witchcraft discourse, accusations and rumours. Witchcraft 
discourse, according to him, is used as a tool by both the weak and the powerful. The 
weak use witchcraft accusations against the powerful, fearing that the powerful and 
rich are exploiting the weak as a resource by which to accumulate more wealth for 
themselves. In this way those who grow too rich or too powerful can be brought down 
to earth through accusations of witchcraft, and are maybe forced to share with those 
Jess fortunate. From the perspective of the rich the weak are believed to resent others 
for their supposed success, leading them to resort to witchcraft out of jealousy of 
others' successes. The accumulating aspect of witchcraft assumes th~t the qnly way 
for people to succeed in gaining material wealth is through the manipulation of 
witchcraft. This is particularly evident in the indigenous understandings of the 
capitalist zero-sum-gain world in which someone must supposedly suffer for another 
to succeed. In these discourses the literal consumption of the flesh abound (Sanders 
2001; Jordan 2001). 
Beliefs about witchcraft embody a folk theory of morality. The witch is the 
archetypal evil persona. Witches stand at the same canonical side of the community 
where everything that is morally wrong or reprehensible stands. For the Mayeyi there 
is an aspect of duality between the moral, or at any rate socially acceptable, 
individual, and the immoral, socially unacceptable witch on the other. One can then 
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expect that by finding things that are associated with witches, one would be able to 
find aspects of the world that are perceived in a negative manner by the Mayeyi. Of 
course the duality between good and evil isn't as simple as that. Were it so, it would 
be simple to apply the categories of thought introduced in Chapter Three to the 
notions of good and evil. As was seen though, the Mayeyi cosmology isn't as 
coherent as a simple dualistic framework. In this chapter, I will attempt to draw out 
some of the central elements of Mayeyi witchcraft narrative and belief so as to better 
understand the underlying fabric of occult discourse in Diyeyi. 
6.2 Barwezi 
Barwezi (murwezi - sing.), interpreted directly as meaning 'witches', are considered 
the epitome of evil for the Mayeyi due to the need to murder a kin member in order to 
become a murwezi. The root of the word "barwezi", "wezi", essentially means the 
concept of witching. Thus buwezi95 is the act of bewitching someone, or projecting 
malicious magic (magic with the intent to do harm) against anot~er individual. The 
predominant stereotype of the murwezi, like that in most of Zambia and in 
neighbouring Shona-speaking Zimbabwe (Colson 2000:336) is that of an old woman, 
usually barren or at any rate childless, who is jealous of those around her for their 
successes. The argument that has been made by various authors is that those who hold 
power, good fortune or f01tuity, fear that those who do not will be jealous of those 
who do (Brain 1982:373; Geschiere 1997). I would argue that old women are those 
that are seen to be the least empowered, particularly in a patrifocal system. The 
stereotype of the old woman as witch is also prevalent among the Mayeyi, wi.th most 
of my informants claiming that there were not only more female barwezi, but also that 
they were "more dangerous than men": This makes sense, when considered in the 
light of the categories of thought examined in Chapter Three, · as women are seen as 
being kupisa (hot), and partially inzaninshumwe ('wild' ). As one man said (half-
jokingly) to me, "a woman can never be controlled". Because of these traits, women, 
and I was told this by both men and women, are viewed as being quicker to anger, 
95 This is possibly spelt burwezi. The reason I am unsure is that I had to discern the lexical differences 
and spellings of this particular word while learning ShiYeyi myself. As ShiYeyi is not a written 
language, I would often be given different spellings for single words. I have used buwezi, rather than 
burwezi as the ' r ' is completely silent, unlike with barwezi and murwezi. The same lexical difference 
can be found in Zambia in the various dialects of SiLozi, e.g. bulozhi, balozhi and mulozhi being 
witchcraft, witch (pi) and witch (sing) respectively (Crehan 1997: 198). 
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more likely to retaliate through occult means96. However, in reality more men are 
identified or accused of being barwezi. In a table drawn up (Appendix B) of twenty-
nine instances of witchcraft gathered from eight zifiaka97, twenty cases were the work 
of male barwezi, while only five were cases where the murwezi was an individual 
women. Similarly, while gossiping with villagers; only male members of the 
community were ever pointed out as being known barwezi. So there is a disjunction 
between what is said of witches, and what is experienced of witches. It is in this 
disjunction that I feel one is likely to find the actual connection between the lived 
world, and the discourse and beliefs revolving around witchcraft. 
Witches are believed to operate out of jealousy for their kin and neighbours, 
maliciousness98, and a desire to consume human flesh. These are considered the 
primary motivations for barwezi. One informant put it, "they want fields and houses", 
while another stated, "they [barwezi] want meat [human flesh]". The desire to 
consume human flesh is a trait common to groups in Zambia and Central Africa (see 
Wilson 1951; Turner 1957: 151-152; Colson 2000:339; Geschiere 1997). Turner 
(1957: 151-152) describes the Ndembu of then Northern Rhodesia fearing old women 
who continually grumbled that they were not given enough meat. These individuals 
often relied on the uncertain generosity of remote kin for provisions of meat. Their 
grumblings were taken as a sign of potential jealousy and desire by old women' s 
younger relatives. Post-colonial, post-modern theory lends a different view of the 
rapacious consumption of human flesh as an idiom through which locals understand 
the workings of the zero-sum-gain capitalist market99 (Austen 1993; Sanders; Jordan). 
6.2.1 The evil inside 
I have been unable to find any previOus writings on the Mayeyi perception of 
witchcraft, so instead must turn to writings on the Lozi, who had a significant 
influence on the Mayeyi people through Lozi conquest and domination of the region 
from 1864 onwards (see Chapter Two). Barrie Reynolds, writing on witchcraft among 
96 An argument could be made that I was not told of female barwezi due to the fear of retaliation. I feel 
this is unlikely though as numerous people pointed me toward one male murwezi in particular, I will 
call him Janji, who people feared was a 'great witch', a leader of a witching group and one of the most 
fowerful and vicious of the barwezi in Diyeyi. 
7 Seven were matweti zii1aka, one was a shirubi ifiaka. 
98 Shakespeare's !ago, with his malicious nature, would be a character likely to be identified as a witch 
by a Mayeyi commentator. 
99 Pamela Schmoll (1993:202-203) also talks of the idea of 'soul-eating' among the Hausa of Nigeria, 
where what is considered food is not the victim's body, but the victims' soul, thereby stripping the 
essence of that person' s life from their body, which is considered the source of the person's prosperity. 
156 
Chapter 6- Witchcraft 
the Lozi, writes that the Lozi believe that baloi (the SiLozi term for witches100) have 
an inherent power for evil, often unknown even to themselves (1963:14). Oddly, 
Victor Turner, writing of the same people, explains that: 
"The baloi appear to be completely conscious in their malevolence and to work 
by the use of observable substances as well as by the manipulation of 
supernatural beings. Moreover, they learn their trade from established baloi" 
(1952:54) 
The only reason I can smmise that Reynolds and Turner have such contrasting views 
of baloi among the Lozi is that Reynolds conducted his research at the height of a 
series of witchcraft scares in then Northern Rhodesia that resulted in numerous deaths 
through retaliation murders. As a result of the crisis the North Rhodesian government 
became involved in the arrest and trial of suspected 'witches' , as well as of the 
perpetrators of violence against these 'witches' (Reynolds 1963:xiii). I suggest that 
the witchcraft panic was so great that it may have influenced the actual beliefs in 
witchcraft. Thus the accounts of both Reynolds and Turner are very likely accurate for 
their time, and are illustrative of the social contexts in which the data was gathered. 
Another possibility is that both received explanations according to the questions they 
asked. It is quite likely that the two anthropologists asked very different questions. 
For the Mayeyi, during the period in which I conducted research, it was 
explained that an individual must make a conscious decision to become a murwezi, 
that it is not an inherited or inherent trait. Although Mair (1969) posits that for the 
majority of African people, witchcraft is an inherent trait, the Mayeyi perceive of 
barwezi and their crimes in the same way that South Africa's Lovedu conceived of 
vuloi (witches). 
"Vuloi is, by Lovedu conceptions, always due to the conscious, evil practices of 
man and is directed at the person he has reason to hate .... .The concept of vuloi 
explains evil in terms of the malicious wickedness in men's hearts; it is 
criminality incarnate in man" (Krige & Krige 1970:73 ). 
However, for the Mayeyi witchcraft can also be inherent, but only once the individual 
has killed a kin member and eaten their raw flesh. Moreover the individual must have 
been a murwezi for many decades before they gain inherent powers of witchcraft. The 
100 Baloi is also the Northern Sotho term for witches (Niehaus 2001; 2005), a possible example of the 
linguistic influence that the Sotho Makololo people had on the region (see Chapter Two). 
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important point is that regardless of whether the witchcraft is conscious and planned, 
or inadvertent and even accidental, the murwezi who is responsible is guilty, for they 
have to have committed an atrocious act of murder to be able to bewitch others in the 
first place. The decision to become a murwezi is intentional. 
A number of authors make the distinction between sorcerers and witches, 
where the sorcerer manipulates occult objects and manifest material that has 
supernatural properties, to incur harm on others, while the witch has inherent evil that 
manifests itself in occult attacks against those they hate (Beidelman 1971:131-2; 
Brain 1982:372)101• As with the Swahili, the Mayeyi make no vernacular distinction 
between sorcery and witchcraft (Brain 1981 :372). Significantly, within Diyeyi and 
among the Mayeyi, sorcery is not believed to occur at the hand of another Mayeyi. 
Sorcery is done by "others" according to one of the ifzaka that I spoke to. An instance 
of this was seen when my assistant, John, who had earlier said to me that he 
unambiguously did not believe in witchcraft, was pointed out by a ifzaka at a 
drumming that John was being bewitched. The ifiaka said that a person who John had 
helped by giving clothes to while working in Windhoek, was now jealous of John's 
success. As a result this person was now bewitching John from afar by using John's 
clothes and witchcraft tools to harm him. Later, John explained to me that he thought 
he knew who the ifiaka was talking about, and said that it was difficult to believe as 
the individual was not a kin member by any stretch of the imagination. John also 
admitted to me that he was going through something of an existential crisis due to this 
accusation, as he didn't know whether to believe the ifiaka 's claim or not. If what the 
ifiaka said was true, the person responsible for bewitching John was not like a Mayeyi 
murwezi (i.e. a kin member), but would have to be bewitching him through sorcery. 
Here the "others" that the ifiaka spoke of, were very firmly identified with outsiders; 
people who were not considered Mayeyi. Again it is pertinent to note that Zambians, 
in the collective sense, are believed to know how to bewitch people who are not 
family members, which in the Mayeyi scheme of things would equate to sorcery, or 
individuals that were described to me as being "great witches". Thus Mayeyi that I 
spoke to believe that Mayeyi barwezi are only able to bewitch kin members. 
Outsiders, often identified as Zambians, on the other hand, have knowledge of how to 
bewitch non-kin through sorcery. 
101 See also Mair 1969 on the discussion between the day witch and the night witch where the night 
witch, who is feared over the day witch, is inherently evil and a witch, while the day witch manipulates 
occult objects in order to do harm to others along the lines of a sorcerer. 
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The authors who considered witchcraft in Central Africa in the 1950s and 
1960s tended to view witchcraft as a moralising discourse, discerning good conduct 
from evil conduct102. Peter Geschiere (1997) shows, with his work among the Maka of 
Cameroon, that there is in fact an ambiguity to witchcraft discourses. The lines 
between good and evil become blurred. His work in particular shows that the power to 
bewitch through the use of djambe, a small creature that is ingested and gives mystical 
powers to the host, can be used for good or bad (amoral sorcery which can be directed 
for either good or bad purposes). For the Mayeyi, if one has actually consumed the 
raw flesh of another human, particularly a kin member, it can only be viewed in a 
negative light and the person is considered a murwezi. However the actual act of 
manipulating substances or doing buwezi is morally ambiguous in some ways. One 
case that I carne across illustrates this. 
Gambelabela, an ifiaka that I came to know, was treating a middle aged man in 
Samudono Village with a paralysed leg, and told me about the story of the 
patient's ailment. The pronouncement by another ifiaka whom the man had 
initially gone to see was that he had stepped in a witchcraft trap (mucalela - see 
description below), which had caused the leg to become paralysed. The first 
ifiaka divined that the patient had been bewitched through buwezi, or witchcraft, 
as the mucalela was an instrument of witchcraft. However the use of buwezi 
becomes ambiguous here. For a start, the patient wanted to retaliate by 
bewitching the person who was responsible for causing him pain. The first ifiaka 
said he would be unable to do this, not because he did not want to, but because 
he did not have the means to, and referred the patient to Gambelabela. 
Gambelabela then divined through his zimbe (see Chapter Five) that the 
patient was himself actually the victim of retaliatory magic. It turned out that the 
patient had been stealing fish from one of his cousin's fish-traps. The cousin, not 
knowing what to do, and not knowing who was responsible for the theft of his 
fish, consulted with someone who was able to give him a mucalela with which to 
snare the thief. He duly set the muca/ela near his fish trap, which his 
unsuspecting cousin triggered. Wisely, Gambelabela advised the patient not to 
attempt any further buwezi, as he was in the wrong in the first place. 
Here we already see that the idea of retaliation is not abhorred and in some instances 
is even expected It was stressed to me that, although the cousin had used buwezi, he 
102 See for instance Marwick ( 1965) on the Cewa, Mair (1969), the papers in Middleton & Winter 
(1963), and Mitchell (1956). 
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was not a murwezi, for he had not consumed human flesh, and moreover, he was 
justified in using occult means to comer the perpetrator of a crime. 
A very important aspect of witchcraft among the Mayeyi, and indeed among 
many peoples of Africa, is that witchcraft is most likely to be directed against a kin 
member. This is well expressed in the Barotse song: 
He who kills me, who will it be but my kinsman? 
He who succours me, who will it be but my kinsman? 
(Gluckman 1972:5) 
Mayeyi informants stressed to me that all but the most powerful barwezi were only 
capable of bewitching their kin, as the shared familial blood that the murwezi and the 
victim hold is a means that enables magic to be transmitted. As Crehan (1997:188) 
shows for the North-Western Province of Zambia, "the relations between witches and 
their victims were the relations of kinship". The exceptions to this rule were 
invariably seen as outsiders by the Mayeyi; individuals who had migrated to Diyeyi, 
either for work as teachers, pastors, or other services, or as itinerant diviners. For the 
most part though, witchcraft is "the dark side of kinship" (Geschiere & Fisiy 
1994:324; Mair 1969). Within the context of the kin group, the people that an 
individual relies on the most are the very people whom the individual must most fear 
of witchcraft. The witch within the kin group is literally seen as 'eating' the kin 
around him or her. This idiom of human flesh being consumed is a common one that 
can also be found in the witch craze of Europe where the exhumed corpses, preferably 
of relatives, were consumed in witch feasts (Trevor Roper, H.R. 1970: 125). Similarly, 
Monica Wilson (1951:253) writes of the Nyakyusa of what was then Tanganyika 
(now Tanzania) that witches delighted in eating human flesh. The greatest fear though 
is that the witch is "the hidden enemy within the gate" (Mayer 1954:61). The witch is 
a member of the community who destroys the community from the inside; a hidden 
enemy disguised as an apparent friend (ibid:61). Thus the Lovedu of what was once 
the Transvaal held that, "you eat with him [the witch], yet it is he who eats you" 
(K.rige & Krige 1943:263). 
To remain within Diyeyi: for an individual to become a murwezi, he or she 
must have consumed the raw flesh of a kin member whom he or she has killed. 
Informants thought that this victim could come from either the matrilineal or 
patrilineal families, but was invariably from the patriline. Although the victim must 
be a kin member, the murwezi who acts as a tutor does not necessarily have to be kin. 
Colson mentions that for many groups in Zambia one of the overriding motivations of 
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the witch, and the reason to fear them, is their desire to consume human flesh 
(2000:339). There is an overriding consensus among the Mayeyi that I spoke to, that 
the initial witchcraft killing is usually done under the tutelage of another murwezi or 
even a group of barwezi. The flesh that has been consumed then becomes a living 
thing within the body of the murwezi, moving about the chest cavity of the individual. 
One inaka also said that the new murwezi is tattooed with a mark that only an inaka or 
another murwezi can see, so that the murwezi can be identified by other barwezi as a 
fellow witch. Although the murwezi gains access to supernatural powers through the 
consumption of human flesh, it is believed that the flesh itself controls the individual 
to a considerable extent. It is the flesh inside the murwezi that commands the person 
to kill others, so that the flesh can be joined by more flesh inside the body of the 
murwezi. Some informants say that should the murwezi ignore the demands of the 
flesh, the murwezi will be eaten by the entity from within their body. People who have 
become barwezi are then believed to become addicted to killing and consuming 
human flesh. One informant who had spent considerable time in Windhoek likened 
the murwezi to a drug addict, like those he had met in city, whose body needed the 
drugs that it was addicted to, simply to operate normally. In a sense, barwezi are 
controlled by the flesh entity that has developed in their bodies. Once they have 
become addicted to the human flesh, barwezi have to satiate their desire by 
consuming yet further flesh. If the murwezi refuses to kill further kin in order to 
consume them, the flesh turns on its host, and devours the murwezi from the inside. 
The consumed human flesh only gains its power post-consumption, moreover 
it has to be eaten in a certain manner otherwise its efficacy is neutralised. For a start, 
cooked human flesh is no longer perceived as dangerous in the sense that it can 
bestow power upon an individual who has consumed it. By cooking the meat it 
essentially becomes mere food. One male informant who was claimed to have been 
abducted by barwezi explained that he had to eat human flesh while he was living 
with kidnappers as there was nothing else to eat. He explained how the barwezi would 
allow him to eat cooked human flesh, and that he also had to take the food in his hand 
and circle it around his head before putting it to his mouth. He surmised that the 
barwezi did not want him to eat the raw flesh himself, as they feared that he would be 
able to bewitch them in tum should he acquire the same skills as they had. 
The powers of the murwezi can be neutralised through the consumption of a 
cleansing potion made from the roots of a particular plant obtained in the bush. People 
who have seen the potion in action describe the effects of a violent emetic. In this way 
the powers of the witch are literally vomited and excreted out of the body. The 
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symbolism here is important as the powers of the witch, also described as being like a 
poison, are violently removed from the body. However, the flesh that the murwezi has 
consumed is said to never actually leave the body. So despite the neutralising emetic, 
the causation of the murwezi 's evil and power remains, albeit in a temporarily 
neutralised manner. Informants explain that after a period of time has passed, usually 
longer than two years, the flesh within the body of the murwezi, begins to "grow 
lonely". A reawakening of the murwezi 's powers begins and soon he or she is once 
more trying to kill so as to feed the flesh already inside their body. As such the 
consumed flesh becomes something like a cancerous parasite, continually demanding 
to be fed. 
One of the villagers I came to recognise and hear about was repeatedly accused 
of witchcraft. The account below depicts the period just before my visit to the area in 
2004. 
Pastor Benson of the Dutch Reformed Church became ill in early 2004 and died 
shortly thereafter. Common opinion in the village seems to place the blame of 
Benson's death firmly on the shoulders of one of his cousins who lives in the 
same village. The cousin has repeatedly been accused of witchcraft, and has also 
been pointed out by diviners as being a murwezi. This has occurred so many 
times that the man has become known as Matata, meaning 'problems', and even 
introduces himself as such. Each time he is pointed out by a diviner as being a 
murwezi, he voluntarily drinks the cleansing potion that the diviner administers. 
Each time the community warily allows him to continue his daily activities, 
hoping that his witchcraft powers have been neutralised. Yet Benson' s death is 
still blamed on the cousin. 
Just prior to Benson passing away, the Chinese owner of a store adjacent to Benson's 
and Matata' s village left Sangwali and promised Benson the poles from his tin shack. 
An argument simmered between Benson and Matata, as Matata believed that he 
should have the poles. It was shortly after this that Benson fell ill. Local zinaka 
explained to me that, although Matata had been cleansed, the flesh inside his body 
could not been removed. 
Ultimately the flesh's desire to bewitch overrides the powers of the neutralising 
potion. Although the act of killing through witchcraft is meant to be a purposeful, 
planned act, individuals who have had the flesh inside them for a prolonged period, 
manage to bewitch through thought alone, and often without malicious intent. Either 
way, the culpability of the individual is held to be the same, for the Mayeyi reason 
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that the person had consumed human flesh in the first place, and is therefore guilty. 
The passage accounted above was such an incident. Matata has had ' flesh' inside him 
for so long now, that he could now bewitch people subconsciously, a fact which he is 
apparently embarrassed and apologetic about. It is possible that the community 
tolerates his presence because of his apparent remorse. If an ii1aka offers him the 
cleansing potion, he is quick to drink it as a show of goodwill towards his neighbours. 
What other choice does he really have? As Stewart and Strathern point out, how 
can a supposed witch successfully deny accusations made against him or her? 
The ' witch' is already stigmatised and peripheral and unlikely to be listened to, 
or if listened to, is likely to be misunderstood. Given this the confessions of a 
witch may perhaps be read as wearied and confused acts of surrender to the 
forces surrounding those accused, including the force of rumour. (2004:52) 
Matata's apparent remorse does not change his personality though, and as he is 
readily identified as being grumpy and acidic to neighbours, it is no surprise that 
accusations are repeatedly made against the old man. 
The problem for an individual of being accused of witchcraft is not so much the 
immediate danger of harm from neighbours, as volunteering to drink the cleansing 
potion restores relations with neighbours and kin to a certain extent. The problem, 
rather, is that the label sticks. In 2003 a visiting witch-finder, whom I will discuss in 
detail below, identified a young induna as being a murwezi. Ultimately the witch-
finder was denounced as a fraud and chased from Diyeyi by the khuta. However, early 
in 2006 the young induna was dismissed from the khuta by a group of influential 
village members in something of a coup. The reason that was cited was that the young 
man had been identified as a murwezi. The fact that the person who had pinpointed 
the induna as a witch had been seen as a fraud, seemed to have been forgotten by all 
involved in the coup, save for the induna himself. As another informant noted to me, 
once you have been pinpointed as a murwezi, no one will ever trust you again. What 
the inforn1ant inferred to me wasn't that the person would never be trusted, but that 
the accusation would never be forgotten, and could be dredged up if public opinion 
turned against the individual in future. 
Another illustration of the misfortune of being identified as a witch is seen again 
in the account concerning Matata. Matata's troubles didn't end with the death of his 
cousin. Just prior to my arrival in 2004, a young boy attacked him with an axe. The 
boy had apparently dreamed that Matata had force-fed him poisoned food. After 
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having dreamt this, the boy went and threatened Matata, warning the old man to stop 
trying to bewitch him. However, the dreams did not stop. Finally, in apparent 
desperation, the boy attacked Matata, slashing at his head with an axe. Matata 
managed to survive, but was seriously injured. By the time I returned to Sangwali he 
could be seen walking around with a large bandage on his head. The police who 
attended the scene after the attack said that it was a 'family matter', and that there was 
nothing they could do. Likewise, the khuta, although they gave a verbal reprimand to 
the boy, essentially shrugged off the incident. Matata, it seemed, was deemed to be 
the guilty party, or at any rate, was not perceived as the victim. 
Violence against perceived witches is actually very rare. For some readers it 
may seem surprising that the community tolerates Matata, to an extent. Although no 
one in the village seemed surprised by the attack against Matata, a number of people 
that I spoke to expressed the view that he should not really be harmed. Niehaus 
(2001:2) mentions that pnor to the 1980s in South Africa, people accused of 
witchcraft were hardly ever assaulted, expelled or executed. Violence against 
perceived witches is actually a relatively recent phenomenon on the South African 
lowveld where Niehaus conducted fieldwork (ibid). In Diyeyi, although there were 
stories of witches being killed in the past, no one I spoke to had actually seen this 
happen with their own eyes. Instances that were recounted to me where accused 
barwezi had been physically assaulted were rare. There was one example though of a 
man103 who left Diyeyi after a visiting diviner accused him of being a murwezi. The 
man in question was actually a pastor from a local church; moreover he was not a 
local Mayeyi, instead having settled in the area after leaving Zambia. The diviner 
identified the man at a public all-night drumming (the pastor was not present at the 
time). People who attended the drumming told me that the diviner had accused the 
man of randomly bewitching anyone who walked through the door into his church. 
These people would grow sick and die. For tlus reason, it was explained, the pastor 
never allowed his children or wife to walk through the door, only allowing them to 
enter the church through its side door. The pastor would then exhume the bodies of 
those that were killed so that he would be able to eat their flesh. After this accusation 
a large number of the pastor's congregation stopped going to his church, opting rather 
to walk to other villages and attend a different church. A few stayed on, insisting that 
the accusation were false. Although there was no violence directed against the pastor, 
103 The village wherein this occuned will remain anonymous as there are still rumours circulating 
within the area both to whether the accused was really a murwezi, as well as to whether he had other 
barwezi followers if he really was a murwezi. 
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he eventually left Diyeyi, where to no one that I spoke to could tell. It was suggested 
to me, by people who believed the diviners claims, that the reason he left was that he 
could no longer live amongst people who 'knew' of his crimes. 
The above case is different to Matata's in a number of ways. First, the accused 
individual was an outsider. Second, because he was an outsider he was also seen as 
being a very powerful murwezi. Evidence of his power, I was told, could be seen in 
the fact that he was able to bewitch people who were not direct kin. Lastly, he left the 
area, either of his own accord, or because he felt compelled to do so. Judging by the 
stories that I heard about this incident, he felt compelled to leave, particularly as it had 
been ' suggested' to him by indunas from within the particular village. In Chapter 
Seven I deal in more depth with the concept of the outsider among the Mayeyi. For 
the moment it is sufficient to say that the category of outsider is liminal for the 
Mayeyi. The individual stands on a knife-edge between being incorporated into the 
community, and being cast out as untrustworthy. Matata was already a member of the 
community; moreover the only people who were harmed were direct kin. In Matata' s 
case, as the policeman who was called in to deal with the attack against the old man 
said; "it is a family matter". For the pastor, who was an outsider to boot, it was a 
matter for all in the community to have to deal with. In the first case, the conupted 
individual in the family is reformed or cured (or at least the attempt is made). In the 
second case, the corruption is excised like a canker. 
Certain villages in the area have obtained something of a reputation for the 
witching activities that take place in their environs. Malengalenga in particular is 
considered by members of other villages as being saturated with barwezi within its 
bounds. One friend would express deep concern every time I travelled to 
Malengalenga to watch one of the all-night drumming rituals that took place there. He 
would caution me against eating any food that was offered to me as he explained that 
the people in Malengalenga were well known for poisoning their guests. As evidence 
for this he cited the famous poisoning of the Helmore-Price expedition of 1860 by the 
Makololo chief Sebituane (see Kilby 2001 ; Dreyer & Kilby 2003). These wamings 
came despite the fact that my friend had numerous family members living in 
Malengalenga, including his mother' s brother, his son, his ex-wife and numerous 
cousins. 
The same wariness of Malengalenga was voiced through some of the songs that 
I listened to at drummings. At a drumming in a village on the outskirts of 
Malengalenga, the presiding matweti ifiaka sang, "Malengalenga, the witches are 
troubling you". At another drumming in a village situated halfway between 
165 
Chapter 6- Witchcraft 
Samudono Village and Malengalenga, the presiding matweti ifiaka there sang 
"Malengalenga batilya kutimwana maini", meaning, " [the people at] Malengalenga 
they eat while you are looking at them, while you are looking at the vultures". For the 
Mayeyi this song depicts how the people who are being attacked by witchcraft will 
look at the wrong signs around the victim, the illness, rather than the cause of the 
illness, the barwezi. Yet again, at a drumming in Samudono, the inaka sang 
"Malengalenga is the headquarters of witches". 
A possible explanation for this wariness of Malengalenga stems from the fact 
that the village is perceived as being almost 'outside' of Diyeyi, in the sense that it is 
not historically a Mayeyi village. In Chapter Two it was mentioned that Malengalenga 
was originally a Makololo village, established by Chief Sekeletu as his Capital in the 
19th Century. George Simasiku Mamili' s (the current chief of the Mbilajwe people) 
mother is also from Malengalenga, a fact that was admitted to me wryly by a group of 
men who stressed the outsider status that Chief Marnili is given by the Mayeyi. 
Certainly, the irony was not lost on these men that the political figure they hold to be 
strictly ' non-Mayeyi ', has a Yeyi mother. However, his outsider status is stressed as 
the Mayeyi that I spoke to did not want to be seen to be associated with Sin1asiku 
Marnili and the Mbilajwe polity. 
From the above discussion the importance of the clean body polluted by the 
poisonous canker-like substance can be seen. Purification takes the form of purging of 
the body. Images of consumption and being damaged from the inside are continually 
brought forward with the description of the barwezi and their practices. The barwezi 
are described as the evil individuals amongst the Mayeyi people. Violent purgatory 
action is often asked for by members of the community who fear that the community 
will be torn apart by the evil inside it. 
6.2.2 Barwezi: outsiders inside 
As with the zinaka, barwezi are associated with the bush and forest around the village, 
particularly bush that is considered shizikasi. Unlike the zifiaka, where the bush is a 
source of power, wisdom and potential good, the barwezi are a representation of the 
things that are to be feared and avoided. Here the bush, which is considered morally 
neutral (see Chapter Three), is dangerous and potentially evil in the hands of the 
barwezi. Returning by vehicle from a dance in Malengalenga one night in June 2005 
with a female traditional healer, her grandchildren, my interpreter and a friend from 
Sangwali Village, we passed by a solitary man walking along a path. The cheerful 
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atmosphere in the vehicle suddenly turned sombre as the traditional healer wondered 
aloud what the man was doing. Dressed in black, he elicited concern among the 
occupants of the vehicle. The general feeling among my passengers was that the 
stranger in the dark must be a murwezi. I was only told of this after we had passed by 
and my interpreter explained their conversation, as the discussion had been in rapid 
ShiYeyi, far too quick for me to understand. 
The idea of the barwezi operating out of the bush emerges again when 
considering the narrative of the young man, who I will call Anderson, who in local 
opinion is said to have been kidnapped by the barwezi when he was a young boy. The 
account, given by various sources in the area, as well as from Anderson himself, was 
that he was found near some fields near Samudono Village area some seven years 
after his abduction. Story has it that he was magically removed from his hut and 
transported to a place where a group of seven barwezi kept him as a cook. The 
instigating murwezi was apparently Anderson's father's brother. Anderson explains 
how this 'camp' was in the bush, away from the all the villages. Although the barwezi 
visited the ' camp' regularly, spending prolonged periods oftime there, there were no 
huts or other paraphernalia that one would associate with a village. Only cooking 
utensils and the dried meat of victims were kept at the ' camp' . This is in stark contrast 
to the camps that Mayeyi farmers and hunters keep away from the village. These 
camps usually consist of a small sleeping hut, or at the very least a shelter. Numerous 
tools and pieces of furniture are kept at these camps so that the individual can rest in 
comfort away from home. The barwezi camp on the other hand is described as being 
very much like the rest of the forest or bush. It is only distinguished by the cooking 
utensils and the various magical traps that protect the area. Of course these magical 
traps mean that an uninitiated or ignorant individual would not be able to see the 
camp. To them it is invisible. Instead, their stumbling through the campsite will result 
in their becoming ill in some way, victims of one or several of the traps that the 
barwezi have set. 
Barwezi are also said to perform their spells while wearing animal skins and 
adorning themselves with what have been described to me as 'traditional clothing'. 
This is in stark contrast to the view among zifiaka that the ifiaka, the counterpoint to 
the murwezi, is like a western doctor, and must dress accordingly. The notable 
discrepancy with this view is that during drummings zifiaka wear traditional dancing 
regalia of reed skirts and animal skins and hair. This is apparently so that the spirits 
will communicate more readily with the ifiaka as he or she is said to become more 
like the spirits themselves by donning the dancing regalia and equipment (makombe ). 
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The traditional animal skin attire IS seen as signifying a relationship with the 
forest/bush and tradition, while modem European clothing is seen as signifying a 
relationship with the village and modernity, as well as with the desire for 
development, meaning that the inaka moves between dress idioms in the same way 
that he/she moves between conceptions of tradition and development/modernity. 
Barwezi are said to be wholeheartedly against any development in the area. A 
common complaint that I heard was that barwezi are against development and that 
they are the reason that the Caprivi is poor. As mentioned in the beginning of this 
chapter, development is seen as something good for the entire community. Barwezi 
are seen as individualistic, almost Machiavellian in their aim to further their own 
wealth and power. The logic as it was presented to me is that if the barwezi can't have 
development for themselves, no one should have it. Thus the belief is that barwezi do 
not want development, as they cannot have it above others. The perception among 
Mayeyi, that barwezi wear animal skins, is taken as proof of their distaste for 
development. In a sense the barwezi are using the same idioms as the zifzaka; idioms, 
which are seen, as being invested with power, but used for different aims. Where the 
murwezi is inherently individualistic and s·cheming, the inaka, the moral counterpoint 
to the murwezi, is believed to protect and strengthen the community. 
Barwezi use familiars of the bush as their primary arsenal of means to attack 
other villagers. The hyena is considered one of the powerful familiars with which the 
murwezi is able to travel long distances by riding on its back. They are also used to 
attack and kill an enemy's cattle. The loss of cattle to hyena is a common occuiTence 
in the area, although it is actually not all that frequently attributed to witchcraft. 
Jackals (Canis mesomelas), umbwaba in SiYeyi, considered to be one of the 
murwezi 's stealthiest familiars, are believed to dig up corpses for their masters, and 
their howl is considered an ill omen if heard by anyone, usually the forewarning of 
death in the family. Jackal familiars are also used to drink the cow's milk that belongs 
to an enemy, thus, milking cows that seem to no longer produce milk, are often said to 
have been visited by a murwezi 's jackal at night. Porcupines (Hystrix 
africaeaustralis), well known for their capacity to dig deep holes in ferreting out roots 
and insects, are similarly used by the barwezi to dig up corpses. Bateleur Eagles 
(Terathopius ecaudatus) are said to be used by a murwezi to wither his or her victim' s 
crops. The bird flies high over the person' s field and its piercing call is said to destroy 
any growing fields. Owls are reportedly used by the barwezi as eyes, to be able to see 
things far from where the murwezi is actually sitting. 
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Reynolds, mentioning White's (1948) account of the Balovale, writes that 
belief in animal familiars was on the wane in Barotseland in the mid twentieth 
century. In Diyeyi, at any rate, this seems to be quite the reverse. Like Geschiere 
(1997) and Niehaus (200 1 ), Reynolds was writing about a group that were rapidly 
urbanising, even if in what amounted to a peri-urban area. Diyeyi is still very much 
'in the bush' where there is perpetual contact with wild animals. The idioms of 
witchcraft in Diyeyi reflect this contact with the bush in much the same way that the 
idioms of witchcraft in urban townships reflect an urban environment (see Ashforth 
2005). So it is no surprise that in Ashforth's (2005) recent book on witchcraft in South 
Africa' s Soweto Township there is no mention of wild animal familiars. They would 
simply be incongruous in the urban context. This would then suggest that not all of 
the symbols in witchcraft discourse speak to issues of modernity. The reader of this 
text may even be surprised at how similar the Mayeyi notions pertaining to witchcraft 
are to the then North Rhodesian material collected by Reynolds in the late 1950s. I 
would argue that this is an example of old magic speaking to new situations rather 
. than the classic argument, "new situations demand new magic" (Evans-Pritchard 
1937:513). 
An integral aspect of the conceptual category of the murwezi is the where they 
are believed to obtain their knowledge from. Although the ability to inherently 
bewitch others comes from the consumption of raw human flesh, the idea of 
bewitching other is believed to have emerged from outside of the group. Here it is 
important to note that there are individuals who are known as 'great witches' . These 
barwezi are supposedly capable of bewitching those outside of their own kin group. 
Importantly they are also seen to be outsiders to the Mayeyi. One ifiaka told me. the 
story of how witchcraft was brought to the Mayeyi, which sadly I didn't record at the 
time. Essentially he explained that malicious outsiders brought the notion of buwezi to 
the Mayeyi people. They taught greedy individuals how to kill their kin through 
supernatural means, and of the ability to gain mystical powers if the raw flesh of a kin 
member were consumed. The central premise here is that notions of evil originate 
outside the group, corrupting the inside. It is no wonder then that one informant said 
to me, "Zambians are responsible for witchcraft". He was literally referring to the fact 
that outsiders taught greedy, jealous and malicious individuals the knowledge of 
witchcraft. 
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6.2.3 Witchcraft attacks and tools 
Below is a table of the various misfortunes and ailments that can be treated by zifzaka 
in the Caprivi. The list is not meant to be exhaustive and numerous zifzaka that I spoke 
to explained that there were more diseases that they could treat, or that there were a 
number on the list that they could not treat. This particular list was compiled from the 
'official' list of treatments given out by NETHA to its members. According to the 
zifzaka that I spoke to, it is theoretically possible for any disease to be caused by 
witchcraft. For the most part though, barwezi will use specific illnesses or weapons. 
During fieldwork I came across three forms of witchcraft that seemed the 
most prevalent. 1) Magic guns (kalirozi/ itoro104), or similarly projected weapons 
(siposo likwaba); 2) Spirits (eghosti/diomons; madeamons) sent to torment the victim 
and; 3) Traps (mucalela/mub·vina)105 set by barwezi which are either stumbled upon 
by an innocent passer-by, or by the intended victim. Similar to the eghosti is the 
enguwo, which is the skin of a deceased victim of the munvezi, which is magically 
shrouded over the new victim. This causes the victim to feel claustrophobic and panic 
stricken. The spirit of whomever the skin had originally belonged to will also plague 
the victim. Other witchcraft attacks included the sending of a snake to bite the 
murwezi 's victim, cursing a field through the use of a witchcraft familiar, leading to 
crop failure, and the poisoning of a victim. Of course, barwezi are believed to be 
highly ingenious when it comes to thinking up new ways of harming others. These 
' new' ways are often inspired by new forms of commodity accumulation that have 
come to be known by the local populace. Thus barwezi can now communicate using 
special magic cell-phones and can steal a victim's money using magic ATM cards 
(see Parish 2000 for an interesting case-study on witchcraft and cash cards), or simply 
bewitch the victim to lose control of their money spending. These provide relevant 
examples of how witches are able to respond to 'new situations requiring new magic' 
(Evans-Pritchard 1937:513). 
104 The first term is the SiLozi term, the second, ShiYeyi. Thus magic gun is kalirozi in SiLozi, and 
itoro in ShiYeyi. The same applies for the rest of the witchcraft terms mentioned above. 
105 Although mukwina is the ShiYeyi term for a magic trap, the informants that I spoke to used the term 
mucalela over that of mukwina. For this reason l wi ll use the Silozi term in the text rather than the 
ShiYeyi term. 
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Traditional Healers fees as seen on "Doctor" George Kambelabela's 
NETHA{orm 
Treatment 
1. Moshitu (Shirubi/Njangula) Diomons 
2. Heart Failure Disease 
3. Swollen legs 
4. Magic Gun (Kalirozilltoro/Siposo) 
5. Swollen Stomach 
6. Stomach Problem 
7. Suffering from Ghost 
8. Wash away bad luck 
9. To bear children even if 
you have never 
10. Chest Problem 
11. Luck charm/medicine 
12. Court case charm/medicine 
13. Home Prevention 
14. Marriage medicine 
15. Back-ache problem 
16. Prevent evil from farm/field 
17. Itching breast nipples 
18. Trapped by witchcraft 
19. Continuous headache 
20. Bladder problem 
21. Continuous cramp stomach 
22. Eye Problem 
23. Continuous bleeding 
24. Business Charm 
25. To be popular in love affairs 
26. To be brilliant at school 
27. To bring back a run away woman 
in love 
28. To chase away an African snake 
29. Speal Magic* 
30. Protection against Mucalela (Sipos a )t 
Fee 
N$500.00 
N$500.00 
N$450.00 
N$600.00 
N$550.00 
N$300.00 
N$600.00 
N$500.00 
N$1500.00 
N$250.00 
N$600.00 
N$2000.00 
N$2500.00 
N$500.00 
N$250.00 
N$600.00 
N$250.00 
N$500.00 
N$500.00 
N$250.00 
N$200.00 
N$250.00 
N$400.00 
N$1500.00 
N$500.00 
N$400.00 
N$600.00 
N$1500.00 
N$700.00 
N$600.00 
t S - Spirits (both ancestral and bush); N - naturally caused; W - caused by witchcraft 
Source 
St 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
w 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
S/W 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
w 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
w 
N/S/W 
w 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
N/S/W 
w 
w 
w 
* An iPiaka paints the doorposts of courtyards in a village, which is possibly being attacked by a 
witch. When the witch comes to one of these doorposts, they become trapped there, "sticking" to it. 
In the morning the people will see the witch still trapped there. 
t Protection against a magic trap charm that has been set against you 
More worrying to the Mayeyi is the apparently new witchcraft attack that 
disguises itself as HIV I AIDS. The Mayeyi that I spoke to perceive the effects of 
witchcraft, described as being eaten out from the inside, to be very similar to the 
effects of HIV/AIDS. Inf01mants suggested to me that barwezi were now using the 
HIV I AIDS vims to cloak their own witchcraft attacks. Informants explain that now 
the victims of barwezi possibly feel that they are suffering from HIV I AIDS, when in 
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reality they are being attacked through witchcraft. HIV, I was told, isn't even that new 
a disease. According to numerous infonnants HIV I AIDS has been known to the 
Mayeyi for centuries as kauhono. However, it was told to me that only recently have 
barwezi begun to hide their attacks under the rubric of HIV I AIDS. This is not to say 
that barwezi are able to manipulate the disease, which is described as a 'natural' 
disease, not caused by any occult entity, or through any occult means, but by being 
able to mislead their victims into thinking that they have HIVIAIDS when in actual 
fact it is a witchcraft attack. 
The manner of projected witchcraft attacks are largely similar, slightly 
modified, or indeed in some cases unchanged, to the forms of witchcraft attack 
recounted by Reynolds (1963), despite it being almost half a century since Magic, 
Divination and Witchcraft among the Barotse of Northern Rhodesia was published. 
The magic gun (kalirozi) is still one of the most ubiquitous witchcraft weapons in 
Africa, being cited in various ethnographies, particularly of Zambia and its surrounds 
(Geschiere 1997:59; Crehan 1997:198; Reynolds 1963; Singleton-Fisher 1949:20). I 
came acres~ variation among some of the zifiaka when they explained siposo to me. 
Fig. 6.1: A kalirozi (magic gun), on the right, 
purportedly made from a human arm-bone. The 
bunch of hair in the middle is the 'gun-powder'. The 
bottle on the left was said to contain human blood, 
also used in the manufacture of the 'gun-powder'. 
Reynolds was told that siposo 
is a form of projected magic 
like the magic gun. Similarly 
Colson (2000:338) reports of 
Ciposo, a projected form of 
magic among the plateau 
Tongo. The ShiYeyi term for 
siposo is likwaba. This form 
of harmful mag1c was 
described to me by numerous 
zifiaka as being both a form 
of projected magic, and also 
being a trap that is triggered 
when stepped upon. When 
described as a projected fom1 of witchcraft, it was explained that a 'bullet' is 'fired.l06 
toward the victim. Mayeyi informants described both the kalirozi and the likwaba in a 
very similar way, but felt that the kalirozi could be used over larger distances, while 
the likwaba was only effective over a closer range. The likwaba was also seen as 
being more difficult to discern than the kalirozi. This was due to the feeling that if one 
106 These explanations were given in English 
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was ' shot' with a kalirozi, where the bullet is made from a human tooth and the 
gunpowder from human hair, the victim would be able to feel the bullet enter the 
body, or the gunpowder burn their skin. This was explained to me as a sudden 
shooting pain that could be felt within the body. A likwaba does not require 
gunpowder, and is often constructed by the murwezi from a porcupine familiar' s quill. 
According to informants, only an ifzaka will know that they have been struck by a 
likwaba, as it enters the body painlessly. 
Eghosties or madeamons are also sent by 
barwezi to consume the victim from inside. The 
first all-night drumming I attended was for a 
young girl who was said to be afflicted in this 
manner. Douglas points out that 'soul-sucking' is 
a prevalent fear of small communities where the 
witch is close by, within the community 
(1996: 113). Barwezi are believed to send spirit 
familiars to enter the body of their victim, and 
literally devour them from within. The only way 
to save a victim is to exorcise the demon, in much 
the same way as an all-night drumming is used to 
cure a patient of possession. 
The last form of witchcraft attack is 
mucalela (magic trap). Here a special trap is made 
from the body parts and an item of the victims, 
such as nail clippings or hair. When the victim, to 
whom the hair or nail-clippings belong, walks on, 
touches or walks through the mucalela they feel a 
sudden pain. This is said to be a kind of poison 
that has now entered the body of the victim. A 
Fig 6.2: Two objects shown as 
huwezi artefacts by a witch-
finder. 0!1 the left is a snail 
with a needle protruding from 
it. The needle was said to he a 
likwaha. On the right inside the 
bottle is a small leather sack 
which was said to ltave a 
shrivelled human heart sown 
into it. 
favourite form of mucalela is made from hwnan testicles, which are said to become 
like explosive grenades when used as an occult weapon. 
Tools used in the preparation of food are also used extensively by the barwezi. 
The shitono (maize grinding pot) is a favourite hiding place for magical weapons such 
as a kalirozi. Human meat is also prepared inside the shitono, supposedly breaking up 
bones and softening the flesh with umushi (maize pounding stick). This is considered 
anathema to the general idea of food preparation. Meat is simply not prepared with a 
shitono and umushi. However, these tools are also used in combating witchcraft and 
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are seen as a symbol of the village. It is interesting to note that they are also 
predominantly used by women, and on a daily basis at that. The umushi are planted in 
the ground during healing drumming, encircling the patient with a field that is 
considered domesticated and kututora (cool). Similarly the shitono is used to keep 
cool water in (see Chapter Four). Thus symbols of consumption are used by both the 
barwezi and the zifiaka. Where the zifiaka use these symbols to protect and feed, the 
barwezi subvert the symbols and use them to kill and consume. 
Fig 6.3 (left): A young traditional healer wearing makombe over a T-shirt and tracksuit 
pants which he removed after becoming possessed. In the foreground are an umuslti and 
shitono. 
Fig 6.4 (right) : Young girl and her child being (washed' of an evil spirit sent by a patriline 
murwezi. Two zimushi sticks flank her while she sits on an inverted shitono. 
6.3 Control and committees 
Another important element in understanding barwezi is the loss of control that a 
murwezi has once they have become initiated into the arts of witchcraft. They are seen 
as having no control over their own desires. This is in direct contrast to a member of 
the moral kin-group who does have control over his or her own desires. The young 
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man, mentioned above, who was purportedly abducted by a group of barwezi when he 
was a young boy recounted this loss of control to me. He recalled not being able to 
take control of himself so as to escape his barwezi abductors. When he was finally 
discovered, he had to undergo a cleansing by an ifiaka. This, it was explained to me, 
was so that the barwezi would no longer be able to control him. Even though the 
barwezi are believed to have lost control of their desires, they are still seen as acting 
intentionally for the most part. Only very few barwezi (as evidenced above with the 
account of Matata) have had flesh inside them for long enough to be able to bewitch 
involuntarily. As the abducted boy had not eaten raw human flesh he could be 
cleansed without the fear that be would begin to bewitch people. As it was, he had 
never actually bewitched anyone in the first place. 
Barwezi are motivated on various levels to bewitch individuals. Primarily the 
Mayeyi believe that a murwezi will harm another out of jealousy or greed. Another 
major motivation is to consume raw human flesh, to which barwezi are thought to 
have usually become addicted. The murwezi or group of barwezi are believed to 
bewitch a victim, and once the victim passes away, they exhume the body and devour 
it in a necrophagy feast. In a different vein, one informant told me that he believed the 
principle reason for an individual seeking to become a murwezi was fear. He 
explained that the fear of witchcraft was so all pervasive, that to protect oneself from 
occult attack, many individuals would try to learn the ways of the barwezi as a means 
of self-defence. By and large though, the people that I spoke to would cite jealousy as 
a motivation for becoming a murwezi, not necessarily of a single individual, but of 
wealthier people in general, and the desire to have what they had. This desire for 
wealth cannot be simply equated to material wealth though, as Isak Niehaus (2005) 
shows. He suggests that 'people wealth' in terms of followers and family, who will 
assist one, are also considered as valuable. 
The reader should remember that the initial desire to become a murwezi is 
conscious. Jealousy and the desire to accumulate wealth are thought to be intricately 
bound up with the decision for an individual to become a murwezi. Once the 
individual has committed the necessary crime of murdering a kin member and has 
consumed their raw flesh, it is possible that they will unintentionally bewitch people 
simply by thinking ill of them. Here again we see the situation that Matata has found 
himself in (described above) where he has been a murwezi for so long that he is now 
able to unintentionally bewitch others. It follows to reason then that the older the 
murwezi the more likely they are capable of bewitching unintentionally, as they have 
probably been a murwezi for a prolonged period. When considering cases that zinaka 
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dealt with (see Appendix C), jealousy and material gains were again the principal 
reasons for witchcraft to occur between individuals, particularly younger individuals. 
Usually, the witchcraft attack is seen as a malevolent and conscious attack. Only the 
old and feeble are potentially inherent banvezi, but again, only if they have been 
barwezi for a long time already. 
As mentioned above, to become a murwezi, an individual must kill and 
consume a fan1ily member. The flesh that the person has eaten then begins to control 
them, bidding the person to commit further acts of witchcraft. One ifiaka put it that 
although the murwezi is extraordinarily powerful as a murwezi, as a person they are 
weak-willed and incapable of controlling their desires, which is considered by the 
Mayeyi as a poor personal trait. Reynolds mentions that the baloi of Barotseland are 
not organised in any way, save for their necrophagy feasts (1963:23). Among the 
Mayeyi, however, a murwezi is believed to belong to network of barwezi. Groups of 
barwezi are believed to be organised into what have been described to me as 
'committees'. These 'committees' are said to be run by a ' chief murwezi who is 
considered to be the most powerful murwezi among the group, as well as often being 
an ethnic outsider the· Mayeyi. Infonnants also thought that the leader could possibly 
be the founder of the particular witchcraft group. His or her village then becomes the 
' headquarters' (sic) where the barwezi meet to discuss who will be their next victim. 
Reynolds explains, for the Lozi, that it might be a particular muloi 's turn to contribute 
a kin member to the necrophagy feast. Similarly, Marwick (1965:79) describes that 
among the Cewa it is believed that witches would form guilds where they would meet 
to consume the flesh of victims. The leader ensures that each member of the guild 
takes turns in providing a kinsman for slaughter, as well as for the equal distribution 
of the meat to the guild members. The Mayeyi hold the same belief, and indicate that 
the person killed might not actually be killed because of envy or greed, but simply as 
it is that particular murwezi 's tum to contribute a victim to the group. However, the 
witching groups in Diyeyi are also organised on another level. Since a murwezi can 
only harm a member of his or her own family through supernatural means, the 
' committee' are used so that an individual murwezi 's reach is much wider. Informants 
also explain that a murwezi acting alone is not very powerful, but a group of barwezi 
are far more efficient and deadly as the murwezi responsible for the murder may not 
hold any grudge or ill against the victim. Thus the murwezi is relatively safe from the 
suspicion of his/her family and neighbours. All the same there is supposedly little love 
lost between the members of a witching group. 
176 
Chapter 6 - Witchcraft 
A point worth mentioning as to the use of the term 'committees' for the 
witching groups is that the Mayeyi have a frustrated view of actual committees within 
the community. Various committees exist within Diyeyi, ranging from committees for 
the distribution of community health care, agricultural committees, conservancy 
committees and so forth. As soon as a decision is to be made within the community a 
committee is formed to "look into the issue", as an induna explained. Talking to the 
members of the community in Sangwali and Samudono Village areas, I received the 
impression that there is a considerable amount of frustration directed toward most 
committees that are supposedly responsible for the development of the community. 
Some committees, such as those relating to the Wuparo Conservancy Staff, the 
governing body for the conservancy zone around Diyeyi, are also paid a stipend for 
their work. To other community members, it appears that the committees merely 
redirect funds for their own individual gain. For the Mayeyi, committees are 
ostensibly formed so that development within the community, the routing of funds 
and the administration of projects is transparent. In reality, as one frustrated villager 
exclaimed, they operate in secret, something that the ordinary Mayeyi finds loathsome 
(bearing in mind that secret, or concealed, is also seen as shizikasi - in isolation). The 
parallel is possibly drawn between the perceived secrecy of the empirical committee, 
and the concealed activities of the witching groups, also called 'committees' . 
Victims of witchcraft who are not killed for their flesh are used for other 
occult purposes. One such purpose is to obtain the body of the victim as a familiar for 
the murwezi. A story was recounted to me of a man who was accused of being a 
murwezi at a drumming. He admitted his guilt and apparently told all those present 
that the ban-vezi did not consume the flesh of Christians, but rather kept their bodies 
as zombies to do work for them. This is supposedly as the flesh of Christian victims is 
dangerous for a murwezi to consume, due to the blessed wafers and water that they 
have consumed during communion. 
With the assistance of their colleagues barwezi are thought to be able to 
bewitch victims beyond their kin group. Thus, if a murwezi wants to witch an 
unrelated person in the village because of the murwezi 's jealousy, or even out of plain 
maliciousness, they can approach another murwezi in the group who is a kin member 
of the intended victim. The perception by those that I spoke to in Diyeyi is that the 
loyalty to the barwezi group is stronger than the loyalty to the kin group. One inaka 
that I spoke to also suggested that should the murwezi attempt to go against the group, 
the group would simply tum on him or her. He felt that this was unlikely to ever 
happen though, as the murwezi is inherently weak when it comes to self-control and 
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control of fear, thus is unlikely to ever stand against the barwezi group. The view that 
the murwezi is inherently weak seems to derive from the perception that barwezi have 
no control over their greed and fear. Greed to obtain more material wealth and fear of 
other barwezi are seen as the motivations to kill and consume a kin member so as to 
become a murwezi. 
Another reason suggested to me by an ifiaka for barwezi to operate in 
'committees', was that it was to protect the barwezi from being discovered. According 
to him the particular murwezi who wanted the harm inflicted could hide behind a veil 
of false concern for the victim while his or her colleague/s proceeded with the 
supernatural attack. In this way the murwezi might be identified, but the motive might 
not, thereby casting doubt on whether the divination of witchcraft by the diviner is 
accurate or not since the pinpointed individual might seemingly have no motive for 
the act of witchcraft. Barwezi are believed to always assist one another, so a murwezi 
asked by another to bewitch a family member, will do so, even if they care for that 
particular member. From this one can only conclude that witchcraft is indeed seen as 
loosely organised in Diyeyi·, and possibly in all of the Eastern Capri vi Strip. Witches 
are seen as cooperating to further their individual aims and promote discord in the 
community. As such they are seen as a canker in the social body. 
6.4 Pinpointing witches and the itinerant witch-finder 
Despite the fact that zinaka describe the banvezi as representing malice and greed in 
its purest form, they show a certain reluctance to pinpoint any individuals as murwezi. 
One ifiaka reasoned thus: 
"I will tell you logically why J can't do it. In 1993 I made a drumming at 
Lianshulu. At Lianshulu I pinpointed a witch [murwezi]. On that particular night 
I told that murwezi directly that 'you are the one who is witching that little 
wom.an'. Then after that, you know I ovemighted there, drumming and 
everything, pinpointing that witch, then the game was over. I had to come back. 
This time I was already on my way back. Now to my surprise, after my departure 
from that particular point, I arrived home. Now people realised that, no, I'm no 
more there, I'm now here [at home]. They beat that man to hell - the family of 
that person who had been bewitched - beat the witch. Now from that time I'm 
scared off doing that again .. . I'm telling you that man was beaten and he ended 
up in hospital" . 
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In listening to accounts of how ziflaka dealt with barwezi in the past, it becomes clear 
that violence was inflicted upon the accused on very few occasions. By this I do not 
mean that zinaka are responsible for the violence meted out against suspected 
barwezi. In the South African context Khaukanani Mavhungu (2002:76) suggests 
that possibly traditional courts and traditional healers acted as mediators between the 
accused and the accusers of witchcraft. As demonstrated in the account of Matata 
(above), violence is all the more likely without the presence of the inaka. It seems 
then that ideally solutions are sought without the loss of life, but occasionally 
violence does occur as the above case demonstrates. In the past the poison ordeal was 
administered by Mayeyi traditional courts. In Barotseland the accused witch was 
made to sit on a mound in the middle of a ring of fire and drink a potion laced with 
strychnine (Gluckman 1955 :97). If the accused passed out, they fell into the fire and 
burned to death. Similarly for the Mayeyi, the test required the accused individual to 
consume a poisonous liquid, but without the use of the fire. If the individual died 
from the poison, they were considered to have been a murwezi, as the poison was 
meant to only harm barwezi, Should the accused be innocent they would either 
regurgitate the poison, or else it would have had no effect on them. From the 
accounts of those I spoke to, particularly the eldest members of Sangwali Village, the 
poison ordeal seems to have been applied only rarely. Older members of the 
community can recount in detail the exploits of famous ziflaka, but can never recall 
actually seeing a poison ordeal, or knowing first hand of a murwezi being killed 
through the drinking of the poison. This suggests that the Mayeyi have historically 
not dealt with witchcraft suspects through homicide. Rather the Makololo and the 
Lozi may have introduced the notion of killing witches. By this I suggest that what 
have been passed down are stories of barwezi killed by the Makololo and the Lozi, 
rather than the memory of particular events. 
More clearly established is the manner is which barwezi are supposed to be 
dealt with currently. Informants explained that when an individual is accused of 
witchcraft, and it can be proven through the finding of witchcraft substances and 
materials in the possession of the accused, the case is brought before the khuta for the 
fining of the murwezi. The accused also has leave to appeal to the khuta, although the 
word of the inaka is usually held above that of the accused. On evidence supplied by 
the pinpointing iPiaka and the questioning of all those involved, the khuta decide 
upon the guilt or innocence of the accused. Should the person accused be found 
guilty, they are to pay a fine to the injured family. Currently the fine consists of cattle 
or cash. Moreover, the guilty party is made to consume the cleansing potion. 
179 
Chapter 6 - Witchcraft 
Although a fme is meted out to the accused, it is very rarely paid since the accused is 
invariably very poor to start with and likely a member of the babahungwe social 
category. Justice is seen to have been found in the simple fact that the murwezi in the 
community, likened to me as a tumour in a human body, has been cleansed. 
The above method of determining guilt still seems to be the case with the 
guilt of an accused individual being ascertained through the existence of any 
witchcraft tools that they may have in their possession. If any substance/s that are 
thought of as being witchcraft potions or tools are found hidden in the courtyard or 
house of the accused, it is generally accepted that they must be guilty. Favoured 
places for hiding these tools are in a shitono (maize pounding pot), or buried in the 
ground inside the courtyard (both essentially seen as kututora (cool) and muzazi 
(open, friendly) - categories that are thus subverted by their use in witchcraft). 
Diviners, who have usually danced through the night at a drumming, search out the 
premises of the accused individual with a number of people from the dance in tow. 
Of course, as Audrey Richards pointed out in 1935, it is very hard to tell the 
difference between an ordinary snuff box and a container of dangerous magical 
substances (1935:452). There is also the chance that perfectly ··safe' charms obtained 
from an inaka can be mistaken for witchcraft tools. At any rate, once the offending 
tools have been found the accused individual either breaks down and confesses to the 
crimes, or else angrily protests their innocence. Either way, they usually consume the 
potion administered by the diviner to neutralise any powers that they may have. 
Many of the individuals that I spoke to readily complained of the legal 
system' s defence and protection of barwezi, and of the victimization of traditional 
.healers who have pinpointed barwezi. There is a similar feeling in Swaziland where 
locals have claimed that there are more evildoers about as there is no means to fight 
or defend against witches, since the law makes it impossible to do so (Reis 2000:70). 
As the same ifzaka who told me that he would not pinpoint witches concluded, 
"You see the main problem is that if I pinpoint a witch then the hurt group will 
have to kill him, beat him to death, then the result is the case goes to court, I will 
be the one who is the witness." 
Here the implication was not that the iPiaka would be a witness per se, but would be 
responsible for the harm, or even death of the accused murwezi. According to the 
Witchcraft Suppression Proclamation of 1933 (in LeBeau 1999:92) it is a criminal 
offence to use "supernatural means" to "indicate another as a wizard or witch" 
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(Section l.a), to "employ or solicit a witchdoctor" in the naming of a witch (Section 
1.d), to supply charms against witchcraft (Section l.e) or even to profess a knowledge 
of "so-called witchcraft" (Section l.d). The Witchcraft Suppression Act of 1957 
(RSA 1957:601-603), which was tabled in South Africa, but applicable to then South 
West Africa (LeBeau 1999:92), amended the above proclamation by adding the 
severity of fines and also implied that a person was guilty until proven innocent in 
regards to accusing others of witchcraft (LeBeau 1999:93). The witchcraft acts in 
Nan1ibia are still legal statutes, but are no longer enforced (ibid:93). The result is that 
the law effectively no longer regulates traditional healers. However, individuals I 
spoke to still felt that they would be punished by the police and the Namibian 
government for being involved in any way with violence meted out against suspected 
or accused barwezi. It is still the case that should someone be accused of witchcraft, 
the accused may approach the police in Katima Mulilo to open a case against the 
accusers of intent to harm, as was the situation in one of the neighbouring villages to 
Sangwali in early 2005. Here the wife of an accused supposed murwezi went to open 
a docket against the accuser, a neighbour in the village. Relations simmered after this 
and moved from open accusation to village gossip. 
Enter the mabivo107, the specialist witch-finder, who seems to combine 
attributes of both the ifzaka and the murwezi. Moreover, informants said that for a 
price the mabivo would perform buwezi for a client. The term 'mabivo' was translated 
to me as meaning 'magician'; a person who manipulates substances to perform magic, 
supposedly for good, through the occult world. Mabivo are not believed by the 
Mayeyi to be attached to any spirit cults, although the mabivo that I came across 
stressed to me that they could see all spirits and that they could also control those 
spirits. The central distinction between the mabivo and the zifiaka is that all zifzaka are 
attached to the spirits in some way, the spirits are their source of power, and they 
would not deign to say that they could control the spirits. Rather the zifzaka that I 
spoke to would say that they are controlled by the spirits. Reynolds (1963:14) 
explains that for the Lozi the sorcerer and the witch (argued above) are subsumed 
under the same name, 'muloi '. The Mayeyi distinguish between the two, but consider 
them both in a negative light, often referring to a mabivo as a "great witch". Turner 
(1952:54) also mentions the 'Great Diviner' of the Lozi, which seems to me to be the 
rough equivalent of the Mayeyi mabivo. For the Mayeyi, a mabivo is seen as 
someone who has the powers of a mur .... vezi, but puts them to objective, or morally 
neutral, use through the control that he has over his own body and desires. The 
107 
'Mabivo' is the term used for both plural and singular. 
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mabivo 's powers are effectively for sale, meaning that there is also the concern 
among many that a mabivo will assist whoever is prepared to pay, whether for good 
or bad purposes. Thus mabivo with the powers that they have acquired can pinpoint 
barwezi, as well as give potions for good-fortune, love, and the like. Informants say 
that indigenous mabivo are rare among the Mayeyi, and no one that I spoke to could 
actually identify or recall a Mayeyi mabivo. Instead, I would be directed to an 
outsider visiting the region, who would readily be identified as a mabivo. On speaking 
to these 'foreigners', they would stress that they were zifiaka too. Of the various men 
(never women) that I came across who were said to be mabivo, only one was given 
the title ifiaka and this was only after many years of living in the village, and also 
only after he had stopped pinpointing barwezi. 
There is a rich body of literature in anthropology concerning witch-finders in 
African societies (see Richards 1935; Auslander 1993; Smith 2005). The pattern 
presented by the coming and going of these witch-finders is also broadly similar. A 
young man from outside of the community in question, along with his assistants, 
promises to rid the community of evil in the form of witches. He proceeds to cleanse 
the community in a series of highly visible rituals where a number of scapegoats are 
brought forward, publicly humiliated as the cause of the village's troubles, and 
subsequently cleansed and given the warning that, should they repeat their crimes of 
witchcraft, they will die due to the potions they have been made to ingest. The 
business of witch-fmding is also rather lucrative as the villages that desire to be 
cleansed of their witches have to pay quite large sums of money for the witch-finder 
~o come and sweep the village clean of nefarious evildoers (Auslander 1993). Usually 
the witch-finder is eventually thrown out of the community for fears that he himself is 
a witch. 
Mabivo, like barwezi, are said to have consumed the flesh of a relative. The 
important distinction is that mabivo are outsiders while barwezi are insiders. Some 
inforn1ants reasoned with me that mabivo are able to see barwezi due to the fact that 
the mabivo is also a type of witch. The logic being that one needs fire (a witch from 
the outside) to fight fire (the witch on the inside). Many of the villagers that I spoke to 
during the period that a mabivo was operating would openly speak of their disdain or 
distrust for the general category of mabivo. From what I could discern there is no such 
thing as a wholeheartedly supported mabivo. Nevertheless, mabivo are accepted into 
the community, albeit for a very temporary period, for the unpleasant task of 
identifying witches. As such the community sees them as a necessary evil. Typically 
the witch-finder in Africa is recruited to stem a perceived crisis in society that is 
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brought about by a failure of morals (Smith 2005:143). In Diyeyi mabivo are also a 
necessary evil that is only really allowed when there seems no other course of action 
to stem a perceived outbreak of witchcraft crimes. Based on the two witch-finders I 
came across and reports of witch-fmders in the anthropological literature (Auslander 
1993; Smith 2005), invariably the mabivo is chased out of the area after a series of 
witch-fmdings where various individuals, usually affluent and influential within the 
community, have been identified as barwezi. 
For a society where witchcraft is an ever-present threat, the prevalence of 
'witch-finders' is actually very small. Certainly zifiaka are seen to be able to divine 
the existence of barwezi, but each of the zifzaka that I spoke to explained that they 
chose not to divine barwezi due to the problems, including violence, that it created in 
the villages. In 2003 one man who attended a witch-finding dance, attempted to kill 
the man who was identified by a mabivo as a murwezi. In 2005, at a dance that had 
widely been advertised as a witch-finding dance, someone had secreted a shotgun 
among some bushes. The dance proved to actually be a healing dance for a woman 
who was being afflicted by the matweti spirits, and the ifiaka castigated the audience 
for assuming that he would pinpoint witches for them (the dance had in fact been 
erroneously advertised over the radio as a witch-finding dance). When the shotgun 
was discovered by the village induna, he angrily accosted the crowd, arguing that had 
a possessed individual found the rifle, the possessing spirits may well have caused the 
person to shoot someone. Whisperings among the onlookers pointed towards the 
relatively common knowledge that the rifle had been placed there to kill any barwezi 
that were pinpointed. To strengthen the idea of the zinaka 's aversion to possible 
violence is the fact that the traditional healers association has actually banned the 
direct pinpointing of barwezi. Rather, an iPiaka will make oblique reference to 
someone who may be responsible for the witchcraft. It is for the client or patient to 
decide who may be responsible through the less than obvious clues, metaphor and 
inference that the inaka provides. 
Mabivo are more than happy to take the zifiaka 's place in identifying barwezi 
directly, possibly because they know that in all likelihood they will be moving on 
shortly. They are not attempting to become a part of the group. In the period that I 
conducted fieldwork I came to the conclusion that mabivo are welcomed into the 
village with open arms, and very often chased out at 'gunpoint' after having 
overstayed their welcome. From the period 2003 to 2005 there were two mabivo 
active in the area. In the next chapter (Chapter Seven) I examine the role of these 
witch-finders in greater detail and how the community respond to them. 
183 
Chapter 6- Witchcraft 
Interestingly, when a visiting mabivo comes to a village in Diyeyi he, for there 
has never been a female mabivo according to numerous informants, is first referred to 
as being like an ifiaka, and a powerful one at that (some people even refer to him as an 
ifiaka). This is during the period that he is seen as doing a service for the community. 
Being an outsider, purportedly from another country, he offers cures that local zifiaka 
are unable to offer since they are not perceived as being as worldly, or as wise in the 
ways of outsiders, as the mabivo. Usually after a few months, though, when people 
learn that be doesn't actually treat diseases, but can send curses, pinpoint barwezi, and 
give good luck, he obtains the classification mabivo. From my own experience in the 
village (the two mabivo mentioned above who will be discussed in more detail in 
Chapter Seven), after the visitor has been given the category name mabivo, it usually 
does not take that long to then be termed a murwezi. The change comes about when 
the individual is seen as making large amounts of wealth on the back of the villagers 
themselves. The rhetoric of accumulation of wealth through witchcraft that the 
mabivo spread turns around and is used against the mabivo by the villagers. It is 
usually a round this time that the individual is chased off, or as one induna said to me 
"runs away". 
The mabivo that I met were usually dressed in considerably more expensive 
clothes than the villagers could afford. Jeans and new T-shirts with new shoes that 
shone were the order of the day for them. Expensive looking sunglasses were also 
prominently worn. In effect, the witch-finders and their assistants would not have 
looked out of place on a street corner in an expensive area of a major city like 
Johannesburg in South Africa. They spoke openly of the countries that they travelled 
to in order to pin-point witches, stressing a trans-national identity. The first mabivo I 
met spoke of a planned trip to Europe, and of his importance in South Africa. The 
second boasted of travelling through to Zaire and Congo to combat witches. For the 
villagers these were signs of success and prosperity that they too yearned for. 
Importantly, if barwezi were seen to be countering development, the witch-finder is 
seen as being pro-development (Green & Mesaki 2005). Villagers that I spoke to felt 
that Diyeyi, indeed the whole of the Capri vi, could develop and "become modern", if 
the barwezi could only be stopped. 
From the ethnographic cases of the mabivo, which will also be dealt with in 
more detail in the following chapter, one is able to discern bow the analyst can gain 
insight into the issues surrounding modemity through the idiom of witchcraft. The 
witch-fmder uses the local perceptions of modernity in his narratives of evil within the 
community. The trans-regional and seemingly modern character of the African witch-
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finder is also part of the appeal for village communities who hire the witch-finder 
(Smith 2005:143). One should remember though that the ritual search for and 
cleansing of witches is not simply an indigenous idiom of the understanding of 
economic forces and inequalities (Auslander 1993: 169), it is a dynamic process by 
which local groups attempt to actually gain entrance into that modem economy which 
they feel is being denied them by people who maliciously operate in the occult. 
Witchcraft is very much about modernity, as is evidenced in the comment made 
to Smith (2005:147): 
"Witchcraft is increasing because of what? Modernization! If I am making a 
beer, and you want to make one to compete with mine, you will find a way to 
make it stronger, cheaper, faster. That is development." 
As Auslander found for Zambia (1993:167), the belief among the Mayeyi was that 
only once witches and witchcraft had been eliminated from the community, could 
they develop and make money. The bitter realisation among the Mayeyi eventually 
was that the mabivo were frauds at best, barwezi at worst. 
6.5 Conclusion 
Apart from painting a picture of the perceptions and beliefs revolving around ideas of 
witchcraft in Diyeyi, I have tried to draw out a few central elements in the witchcraft 
discourse of the Mayeyi. As a conclusion to this chapter I briefly summarise these 
elements as: 
1) The evil inside. 
A central idea in Mayeyi conceptions of witchcraft is that of the polluted or cancerous 
inside. The pure body becomes poisoned with a tumour like substance, which devours 
the victim from the inside out. This image works both for the murwezi 's intended 
victim, as well as for the murwezi him/herself. The afflicted victim is usually made ill 
with a form of attack that seems to devour the person from the inside. At the same 
time the murwezi has an evil entity that resides within the body cavity, and will 
consume the murwezi should the murwezi refuse to do its bidding. 
The image ofthe polluted body is extended to the body politic as well. The kin 
group is polluted by the presence of a murwezi within its ranks that is believed to 
literally consume its kin members. The curing of the pollution is a violent expulsion 
from the body of the poisoned material. However, the flesh that has been consumed 
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remains within the body, much as the neutralised murwezi remains within the kin-
group, albeit under a watchful eye. The image of the body is extended geographically 
to include villages. Certain villages are seen as dangerous and in isolation to other 
villages; shizikasi due to the number of barwezi that are believed to reside there. 
These villages are referred to by zifiaka during all-night drurnrnings as headquarters' 
of witches, and as "eating the Mayeyi". 
2) Consumption and greed. 
Central symbols in the rituals against witchcraft are the umushi and shitono. Raw food 
is processed with the use ofthese tools. The subversion of this, using these tools in the 
acts of witchcraft and for the storage of witchcraft materials, so as to consume kin 
members, is horrifying to the Mayeyi. Sharing of food is an important part of the daily 
lives of the Mayeyi people. Very rarely will someone eat by themselves. Those who 
do not eat with others are again seen as shizikasi, wanting to be in isolation from those 
around them. This same element of sociability is evident among the barwezi, but their 
desire is to essentially gorge themselves on human flesh. Gluttony is frowned upon in 
the usual dietary mores of the .Mayeyi. The gluttonous conswnption of fellow kin is 
thus morally abhorrent. Not only is it gluttonous, it is devouring the village from the 
inside. 
Greed is seen m the manner that barwezi will destroy their own kin for 
individual gain. Of course, in the moral ising discourse of the barwezi, the greed turns 
on the greedy, as seen in the way that the consumed flesh which becomes a parasitic 
entity, feeds off of the murwezi if denied further flesh. As individual gain is so 
important to the murwezi, barwezi are perceived as being shizikasi, acting in isolation 
to the rest of the community. However, the actions of the murwezi are detrimental for 
the health of the community; the body politic. 
3) Control 
Barwezi are perceived as having lost control of their desires, and ultimately become 
controlled by these desires. Narratives around witchcraft draw on this inability to 
control oneself. Not only is it the barwezi who are incapable of controlling 
themselves, but also their spells against victims are often to make the victim lose 
control, as with the loss of control over the spending of money. 
An interesting inversion of the idea of control is evident in the term 
' committee' for a witching group. Committees are seen by the Mayeyi as controlling 
entities. Their purpose is to control funds directed into the community, and in some 
cases control the economic output of people within the community. The frustration 
generated by these committees is then transferred to the vision of witches, creating a 
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horrifying pastiche where barwezi are seen to control, or rather, subvert the economic 
production. It is no wonder then that the common lament is heard, "The barwezi are 
the reason we [Mayeyi] are poor". 
However, the vision of the witch has been tenifying to villagers long before 
'development', western style, ever entered the Caprivi. Zifiaka told me that although 
they felt there are more barwezi now, there had always been barwezi. Yes, witchcraft 
narratives and discourse and the rituals that sunound them do speak volumes about 
the cunent understanding that locals have toward modernity and development both as 
an idiom (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993; 1999) and as a process (Turner 1969; Kapferer 
2005). But, it doesn' t tell us why the Mayeyi, as well as other groups in the Caprivi, 
reify their cultural boundaries, often couching it in terms of the occult. It doesn't tell 
us why men and the patriline are the most susceptible to witchcraft accusations, 
particularly as women are seen as being the most likely to turn to witchcraft. Why is 
it, too, that Zambia and other neighbouring countries are deemed to be hotbeds of 
occult activity, yet when asked, the primary area of concern is the maintenance of the 
group' s spiritual health from the inside? 
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CHAPTER 7- INSIDERS VERSUS OUTSIDERS: MAINTAINING 
BOUNDARIES 
7.1 Introduction 
A recent problem for anthropology has been the move away from any idea of a 
bounded culture or society, one which denotes separate cultural entities. Yet at the 
same time that anthropology eschews the notion of bounded cultures, the societies 
themselves that anthropologists have long studied seem to have taken up the idea that 
they belong to a culturally defined group and that the world is composed of groups 
possessing their own distinctive bounded cultures (Donnan & Wilson 1999:9; 
Friedman 1994; Harrison 1999:10). Very often the informants themselves profess a 
view of the world that delimits societies and identifies ' others' according to their 
ethnic or cultural boundaries. It behoves us to remember Frederick Barth's comment 
that ethnic groups are "categories of ascription and identification by the actors 
themselves" ( 1969:1 0). The result is that even peoples who were thought to be losing 
their traditional cultures while being brought into a globally homogenous society a 
few decades ago now demand a space in which they can display and be represented by 
their 'culture' (Sahlins 1999:401). In ceremonies such as the Mayeyi Festivities that I 
attended in 2005, those perceived as cultural ' others', distinctly separate from 'me' 
and 'us' , may be embraced as 'brothers' , as one speaker referred to the [true] Mafwe 
and Subiya representatives at the ceremony, but as being culturally distinct brothers at 
the san1e time. 
Edmund Leach's (1972) paper on animal categories is a useful argument to 
consider the conception of individual 'self versus the rest of the world. Arguing 
against the rigid dualism espoused by Levi-Strauss, he saw a continuum between 
binary opposites, which allowed for variation and 'shades of grey' between perceived 
cardinal opposites. Leach's criticism was that binary analysis, although being a 
powerful tool, could not actually account for the gradations of value of more or less 
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(Tambiah 2002:242). Leach argued that language categories would form a continuum 
between the opposing binary categories (1972). Thus using the continuum between 
'self and the rest of the world, one can see how certain categories would be 
considered closer to 'self than others. Thus selfs lineage group is closer than 
another's lineage group. An example that illustrates this in the Mayeyi cosmology can 
be found in the categories of zezera (close to humans, 'tame' ) and inzaninshumwe 
(distant to humans, 'wild'), described in Chapter Three. Some animals are seen as 
more zezera than other animals, or less inzaninshumwe than others and vice versa. 
Thus cattle (inombe) are seen as completely zezera due to their domestication and 
reliance and people. However, elephant (unjovu) are also considered zezera as they 
are described as wanting to be near people. Genets and civets are considered 
inzaninshumwe as they are said to hide from people and very rarely seen. In relation 
to genets and civets the elephant is considered zezera, but in relation to cattle the 
elephant is both zezera and inzaninshumwe. 
Cattle Elephant Genet/Civet cat 
Zezera Inzaninsh urn we 
Fig 7.1: Illustration of the gradation between zezera and inzaninsltumwe 
Leach went further, arguing that 'self can be seen on the same continuum 
with the rest of the world (1972:21 0). Below is his schematic representation of 
continuity in nature (the physical world as he puts it). Here I also include a visual 
representation of his conclusion that the further away along the line that the 
conceptual category (e.g. an animal) is from ' self, the less like 'me' it is. 
Representation of the movement away from SELF, 
towards 'otherness ' and the opposite of SELF 
SELF r---------------
Fig 7.2: Schematic representation of the continuum in nature 
Thus if 'self is perceived as an object of culture (to use the Western sense of 'culture' 
as an illustrative example), the categories as they recede from 'self, become 
increasingly 'wild' (ibid:2I 0), or something apart from culture. For the Mayeyi , self is 
generally considered to be kututora (cold), muzazi (open, friendly) and zezera (close 
to humans, 'tame'). The further a category travels from self, the more kupisa (hot), 
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shizikasi (concealed, in isolation) and inzaninshumwe (distant to humans, 'wild) the 
category becomes. Thus, Leach concludes, the world is separated into zones of 'social 
distance' which in his paper correspond to farm, field, and remote (ibid:2l7) . 'Self is 
the archetypal insider. As one travels along the line from self, the categories become 
increasingly other, and are seen as outsiders. Although the framework presented by 
Leach is an etic framework, I argue that a Mayeyi individual would recognise it for it 
is seems to equate with the manner in which the Mayeyi I spoke with categorise 
outsiders along a continuum. 
Narratives of ethnicity in the Caprivi, from those I spoke to (informants who 
identified themselves as belonging to Mayeyi, Mafwe, Subiya, and Mbilangwe 
groups) reinforce the idea of discrete cultures. Not only do they see these cultures as 
discrete, but they can be seen along a line where certain ethnic groups are perceived 
as being more similar, or closer to 'our' group, than others. For example I was told by 
my Mayeyi informants that the Subiya108 are the most like the Mayeyi in the Caprivi 
Strip, and hence that the Mayeyi and the Subiya have amicable relations in terms of 
trade, ideological and political ideas and marriage. The offspring of these marriage 
unions tend to be grouped along with the polity that they are residing with. However, 
the same fluidity is evident as is the case with taking the name of the matriline or 
patriline in Diyeyi (see Chapter Two). So if so-called tribal identity can be 
manipulated, why is it then that cultural boundaries are spoken of as being concrete, 
and groups as discrete? An example of the perceived discrete nature of group 
boundaries is seen in the case of the Mbilangwe (of which Chief Mamili is a member) 
who are seen as more distant to the Mayeyi, to the point that the Mbilangwe were not 
invited to the Mayeyi festivities in 2005. So, if we can perceive of an area whose 
actors conceptually organise space and themselves into separate discrete areas and 
groups, what is it then that makes the Mayeyi Mayeyi, or the Mafwe Mafwe, and how 
are the boundaries between the two created, reified and reinforced? For that matter, 
are these boundaries rigid, or can they be transcended? 
If the actors that are being studied have an ernie view that the world is 
composed of discrete cultures with perceived boundaries between them, surely the 
anthropologist should likewise attempt an analysis along the same lines? Here the 
boundaries are seen in the sense of a separation of cultural communities, not as 
barriers to the flows of people, goods or ideas (Sahlins 1999:415). Certainly the 
108 The Subiya people currently reside in the area to the east ofKatima Mulilo, around the confluence 
of the Chobe and Zambezi Rivers. This happens to be the area that the Yeyi people migrated from in 
the 16'11 CentUJy (Tiou 1976:51), alluding to a possible historical connection between the two groups. 
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apparent 'boundedness' of a group is something that is made, constructed either by 
the group themselves, outsiders to the group, or by the analyst (Gupta & Ferguson 
1997 :2), or by all three in differing ways. For the analyst the idea of a circumscribed 
culture becomes a descriptive device, a trope of sorts (Thornton 2006[1988]). Yet the 
actors view boundaries as concrete and real, rather than something that it made up or 
constructed (see Friedman 1994). Gupta and Ferguson suggest that "The fiction of 
cultures as discrete, object-like phenomena occupying discrete spaces becomes 
implausible for those who inhabit borderlands" (1997:34). The Caprivi Strip, as we 
have seen in Chapter Two, is very much a borderland, with an eclectic mix of ethnic 
groupings within its political boundaries. However, the actors do attempt to create, or 
at least represent, themselves as discrete cultural units. Frederick Barth (1969), who 
introduced the idea of the study of [ethnic] boundaries rather than the content which 
they supposedly delimit, suggested that ethnic groups are socially constructed, made 
up of individuals and groups who strategically manipulate their cultural identity vis-a-
vis others by emphasizing or underplaying it according to context. This doesn't seem 
to gel with the articulated reification of boundaries. in the Capri vi. · This begs the 
question then of whether these boundaries actually exist in the minds of the actors, 
and if they do, whether the boundaries are perceived as concrete, or porous? I suggest 
that by looking at the Mayeyi conception of the ' outsider' , one is able to see more 
clearly how boundaries affect people in Diyeyi, as well as make meaning in relation to 
the developing world around the Mayeyi. Moreover, using Leach's idea of the 
continuum from self to otherness, we can see how different gradations of difference 
and belonging may be detennined. 
Throughout the thesis so far, it has hopefully become evident that the cultural 
coherence of the Mayeyi identity, however it is constructed, is a central recurring 
theme that informs their experience and encounters with the occult world, as well as 
with perceived cultural 'others'. In the next section I apply Mary Douglas's 
(1996[1970]) concept of grid and group to see whether one can expect to find 
witchcraft and spirit possession within small-scale groups like the Mayeyi. This 
allows the analyst some insight into how boundaries are maintained or reinforced 
through occult discourse 
7.2 Grid and group- the relevance and use of Mary Douglas's framework. 
For the Mayeyi informants I spoke to, the healing rituals and drummings referred to in 
earlier chapters are central cultural events. For the participants, the drummings are 
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imbued with meamng on vanous levels. Certainly, the drummings and attendant 
possession can be seen as part of the critique of a developing world, as shown in 
Chapters Five and Six, where the impoverished rural population feel almost left out of 
the loop, using spirit possession (injira spirit cult), witchcraft and healing as registers 
of discontent, as well as ways of making sense of the world around them (Comaroff & 
Comaroff 1993). They may also be used as a tool by which modernity can be resisted, 
or even transformed (Gezon 1999; Handelman & Lindquest 2005, Werbner 1989). On 
another level the drummings can be seen as markers of identity within the community, 
addressing issues of gendered inequality and peripherality (Lewis 1989). The same 
witchcraft accusations and rumours that emerge at drummings can be viewed as the 
public face of tensions that exist within family networks, as well as between local 
neighbours (Marwick 1970). The thread of personal identity strings its way through 
virtually all of the anthropological theories that have been put forward to explain 
witchcraft, spirit possession and other forms of occult belief and practice. It does not 
take a wild leap of imagination to consider the same data as an expression and 
contestation of boundaries. Here I find Mary Douglas's f'ramework of social struc~es 
and their relation to attitudes of pollution, the body, and social individuation, the most 
useful for viewing witchcraft discourse as a way of identifying insiders and outsiders. 
The regular collective practice of ritual, is an aspect of the Mayeyi religious 
praxis that becomes evident the longer one stays with the community. Ritual 
performed on an individual basis, offerings to a shrine by an individual etc., seem to 
be lacking among the Mayeyi. For the Mayeyi rituals are public, and involve groups . 
. For instance drummings, and all-night dancing ceremonies, are public .and include 
anyone who wishes to see or take part in the ceremonies. The majowo (naming 
ceremony), described in Chapter Two (Out on a limb), is again about the group, rather 
than the individual. More private rituals still required a group of individuals, rather 
than a single person. Take for example an old man who wished to consult an inaka 
over a prolonged illness he had. It was his daughter and her husband who actually 
approached the ifiaka. The entire family had also been consulted prior to the daughter 
actually going to see the ifiaka. Even supposedly private rituals of divination were 
spoken about and decided upon by groups, kin groups to be exact, rather than 
individuals acting on their own. Susan Reynolds-Whyte (1997 :60) mentions that this 
is not unusual as affliction is very often not considered an individual matter. Not only 
may the affliction be the result of omissions or transgressions of the wider group, but 
affliction of the individual can be seen to endanger the group (ibid). 
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In this chapter I lean heavily on Mary Douglas' s efforts to determine how 
cosmologies are influenced by what she tetms 'grid' and ' group' (Douglas 1996 
[1970]). In particular I am interested in how she defines groups that are likely to have 
witchcraft and spirit possession beliefs. Douglas argues that all societies can be 
bisected by two axes (see figure 7.3 below), those of group, which she takes to be the 
level of social cohesiveness, and grid, which she describes as the level of social 
individuation. By seeing where societies fall on her framework of grid and group, she 
argues that dispositions, beliefs and attitudes can be expected. Thus a society with 
strong group and weak grid can be expected to have a witchcraft type paradigm to 
explain evil. 
To begin the discussion, I feel it necessary to note, as Douglas (ibid: 13) does, 
that where there is tight communal bonding, there is likely to be a strong tradition of 
ritual. In the previous chapters I hope to have shown enough evidence for a ritual 
tradition among the Mayeyi, albeit one that is clamped down upon by the church. 
Certainly narratives of the past seem to suggest that this tradition fluctuated between 
periods of lesser ritual activity and periods of increased ritual activity. I suggest that 
these periods, if looked at critically, may possibly coincide with periods of social 
tension experienced by the group as a whole. For instance, I was told that there was a 
general increase in the amount of people possessed by the injira and shirubi spirits at 
the time of the forced move from Rupara Island (see Chapter Two). In 2003, during 
the period that a mabivo was performing his witch-findings, there was a sense, 
expressed to me on numerous occasions by various individuals that the Mayeyi people 
were under threat from outside forces, ranging from the government to neighbouring 
groups. The witch-findings of a second mabivo who entered Diyeyi in 2005 failed. 
This failure of the witch-fmders could find correlation in the general ease that I saw 
among my informants and their families during my stay that coincided with the 
second mabivo 's visit. This general sense of ease was actually explained to me by my 
interpreter and assistant as being a result of the good season of rain at the end of 2004, 
a peaceful election that left the status quo in the Caprivi unchanged (some Mayeyi 
feared that the Mbilajwe polity would be given paramouncy again over the Caprivi), 
and a general feeling that the government was supporting the Y eyi, evidenced by the 
construction through government funds of a new and modern khuta building. Tension 
within the community, felt as fear of rampant witchcraft activity, could originate from 
changes in the world around the Mayeyi, in much the same way that the witchcraft 
scare in Barotseland in the late 1950s was related to the growing urbanisation of rural 
Zambians along with increased wage labour which changed rural relations (Reynolds 
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I 963). This is very much a part of the 'malcontents of modernity' argument where 
transnational flows influence the local (Comaroff & Comaroff I 993). 
Douglas ' s theory can be seen to follow in the footsteps of Durkheim m 
treating social phenomena as sui generis (Berger et al. 1984:78). Durkheim held that 
society was the ideal and explanatory bedrock of social phenomena, which follows 
through in Douglas's work. She states explicitly in the introduction to her Natural 
Symbols, citing Durkheim and Mauss, that "the centre of the first scheme of natme is 
not the individual; it is society" (1996:xxxii). At the same time though, Douglas's 
conception of the social structure does indeed lend itself to considering the 
importance of the individual. The individual cannot be seen outside of the context of 
society. Even the hermit or recluse is a part of society in that he or she renounces said 
society. All activity, therefore, must take place within a social context (Douglas 1978; 
Fardon 1999:219). 
Lack of group 
cohesiveness - ego 
independent of 
group pressure + 
System of shared 
classifications Grid 
weak group, 
strong grid 
weak group, 
weak grid 
0 
+ 
+ 
strong grid, 
strong group 
strong group, 
weak grid 
Individual system of classification 
Stronger sense of 
social solidarity and 
group cohesiveness 
+ 
Group 
Fig 7.3: Grid and Group. Adapted from the revised edition of Natural Symbols (1996:60) 
In order to understand the influence of cosmologies on social structure and 
vice versa, Douglas views society as operating along two axes, those of grid and 
group. 'Group' stands for the level of group or community cohesiveness, while 'grid' 
is the varying levels of classification and hierarchy within the society where there is a 
strong system of classification between individuals. To put it more simply, ' group' 
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stands for varying levels of social incorporation, while 'grid' stands for varying levels 
of social individuation (Douglas 1978 :7). Social individuation can be explained as the 
level of coherence and group consensus around symbolic classification, with a high 
level of social individuation equating to a lack of agreement and consensus on 
classification. These two axes then divide societies and cultures into four essential 
quadrants, these being: weak group, weak grid; strong group, weak grid; strong group, 
strong grid; and strong group, weak grid (Douglas 1996:60). 
Throughout her writing career Douglas's conception of group has remained 
relatively stable, while her concept of grid has undergone redefinition and refinement 
(Fardon 1999:41). I shall continue the argument using the grid as explained in 
Douglas's 1996 revision of the Natural Symbols; that grid represents a "coherent 
articulation of a system of classification as one social dimension in which any 
individual must find himself' (Douglas 1996:59). 
Douglas notes that when there is mutual reinforcing of grid and group there 
will be a stable social system. However, this can only be assumed to occur if the 
system is perfectly insulated from outside influence. Of course there is no such thing 
as a social system in isolation, which begs the question of whether Douglas' model is 
actually of any use at all. I argue that outside influences may precipitate greater efforts 
from those within to attempt to maintain the stability of the group, if the stability of 
the group is seen as the ideal by the group themselves. Thus in situations where there 
is rapid change in either of the two axes, actors within the group may attempt to 
stabilise the system. Witchcraft accusation would thus be both representative of the 
increasing tensions between members (that modernity and development may herald), 
as well as be a medium through which members attempt to maintain internal stability 
(in the case of Mayeyi barwezi, excise or cure a canker that threatens the unity of the · 
group). 
One of the central arguments of Natural Symbols is that in societies that have 
strong group more ritualistic codes will be found (i.e. classification). Conversely as 
group cohesion diminishes, so too does the importance of ritual and restricted code. 
One can expect then, that in societies where there is a very strong cohesive sense of 
the community, the level of ritual activity within the community will also be very 
high. Richard Fardon summarises Douglas's argument as: 
"With strong group, but no grid rules, the external boundedness and confused 
internal organisation of social experience are replicated in knowledge of the 
body: also felt as bounded but vulnerable to internal disorder. Those who have 
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this type of social experience are likely to have a witch-fearing cosmology, to 
tend to political negativism, despise gluttony, generally treat sex with caution, 
and view unregulated sex with horror" (Fardon 1999: 112). 
On the face of it, the Mayeyi are a society with a strong sense of ethnic identity, 
where the ethnic identity is also mobilised as the community and society identity. 
Significantly, the ethnic identity of the Mayeyi people is used by the Mayeyi Chief, 
headmen, and elders whenever they wish to draw a distinction between the Mayeyi 
people and those neighbouring groups around them. Here one needs to cast one' s 
memory back to the second chapter ('Out on a Limb') and recall the failed secession 
attempt by then Chief Boniface Mamili and Mishake Muyongu. Caprivians that I 
spoke to narrated the account and the ensuing violence along ethnic lines. In reality 
the secessionist movement and those involved were a broad mix of people from 
various ethnic groupings within the Eastern Caprivi. All the same, accounts of the 
events are now recalled along ethnic exclusionist lines. For the Mayeyi narrative, it is 
salient to consider that the secession attempt is viewed by many Mayeyi as an attack 
against their tribal autonomy. As such it is viewed as having been a threat to the group 
identity, both symbolic and political, ofthe Mayeyi people and culture. 
At the first drumming I attended in 2005, one of the older men leaned across 
to me. I was trying desperately to concentrate on the action in front of me, and almost 
dismissed his beery voice as he spoke. Something caught my attention though. "Our 
culture, Emil, it is dying ... in ten years it is dead", he gestured wildly in front of us as 
one of the possessed women let out a keening sound, "This is culture~· without it the 
Yeyi are dead". Were these the mutterings oftoo much tombo (maize be~r)? Yet the 
same words were mentioned by different people in different contexts throughout my 
stay in 2005. At the Mayeyi Festivities held on the first weekend of August, the 
announcer, a Mayeyi radio presenter for the Namibian Broadcasting Company, kept 
reminding the gathered crowd that, "a tribe without a culture is dead" . Towards the 
end of the afternoon's speeches Chief Boniface Shufu of the Mayeyi announced, "Let 
us remain focused on maintaining our identity!" Both the above statements were made 
during communal rituals and performances. This suggests that the perfonnative and 
expressive aspects of the rituals are seen as integral to the idea of culture. During 
cultural performance identity is being paraded and reinforced by the actors and the 
onlookers. Ironically the performance during the Mayeyi festivities was an example of 
staged authenticity (MacCannel 1999), but packaged for the Mayeyi themselves, not 
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for tourists109. Was this therefore an example of group cohesiveness, or rather, an 
attempt to create and represent the illusion of group cohesiveness? I would argue that 
it was a little bit of both. 
Numerous songs and 
comments at drummings, the Mayeyi 
festivities and conversations that I held 
with people, stressed their perceived 
ethnic identity as a primary identity 
marker of the Mayeyi people. On 
many occasions people would begin a 
comment by saying, "we Mayeyi ... ". 
It seems fair then to continue the 
discussion with the assumption that 
the Mayeyi do indeed have a fairly 
strong sense of community 
boundaries, particularly as my 
informants ranged between young and 
old, male and female. A particular 
comment that arose with the elderly 
and amongst women was the move 
from Rupara Island and the sense of 
Fig 7.4: A Mayeyi praise-singer being filmed 
for television at the 2005 Mayeyi Festivities. A 
Namibian Radio presenter (also Mayeyi) looks 
community that existed then, but was on. 
under threat now. Cohen (1995:109) suggests the group represents itself as having 
clear and distinctive boundaries which are endangered in some way, but only when 
they are endangered. The point, and this is where the beauty of Douglas's framework 
comes into its own in some ways, is that the group does represent itself as having 
boundaries, boundaries which are then ideologically defended against those who seek 
to erode that identity, or to pollute/consume it (see Harrison 1999). The perceptions 
that a group's identity is being dissolved by a larger group, or that the identity is being 
lost or appropriated by others would lead the community to withdraw into itself, 
defending its boundaries from the outside world (Harrison 1999). Schisms within the 
community, such as that between old/young, male/female, Christian/non-Christian, 
and educated/uneducated strengthen the idea of boundaries between cultures. The 
109 Staged authenticity is the process of presenting a fa~ade of reality to the tourist, thus tricking the 
tow-ist into believing that the performance that they are watching is the reality of a place or people, 
when in fact it is a carefully constructed version ofreality (MacCannel 1999:101). 
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notion is that the evil within is caused by the evil without. By fixing boundaries, 
internal dissention is therefore corrected. Here I draw the reader back to the notion of 
the 'great witch' mentioned in Chapter Six; a malicious individual from outside the 
group, who corrupts those inside the group by teaching them how to kill and consume 
kin through mystical means. 
A society with strong grid would then be seen to have a very strong 
classificatory system that lays down prescriptions for interaction amongst its 
members. The Indian caste system would be a case in point of being situated very 
high along the line of grid. The line of grid therefore is used by other people to control 
the individual (Douglas 1996:60). This is not to say that idea of grid is consciously 
manipulated by the powerful. The powerful manipulate and are manipulated by it. 
So where do the Mayeyi fall on Douglas' s conception of grid? Douglas 
describes small groups as having a strong sense of classification, but mixed with 
strong individualism (Douglas 1996:64), which would seem to be contradictory. 
Could it be possible to have both strong grid and weak grid within one society? As I 
will demonstrate below, this does seem to be the case for the Mayeyi, where there are 
instances of strong grid, as well as instances of weak grid. According to Douglas's 
framework then, in areas of Mayeyi society where there is weak grid, one can 
possibly expect to find witchcraft discourse. In aspects of society where there is 
strong grid, we might expect to find instances of spirit possession. 
There are several incommensurables between the Mayeyi ethnography and 
Douglas' s group and grid analysis. For instance, trance is considered as being more 
approved and welcomed with the weaker the structuring of the society (ibid:79), but 
high classification is considered a trait of society with strong grid. Douglas argues, 
therefore, that possession tends to occur more frequently in societies with high grid 
but weak group. The Mayeyi, as we have seen in Chapter Three have a very strong 
sense of classification, but they also see possession as being a positive attribute in 
religious praxis. This would suggest that the Mayeyi are in the strong grid quadrant of 
Douglas's framework. Possession has even been incorporated by the Christian 
churches in the area, and I even met two young men who claimed that they had been 
possessed by angels sent by God. 
7.2.1 Grid illustrated 
If we have social units whose external boundaries are clearly marked, whose 
internal relations are confused, and which persist on a small scale, then we 
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should look for the active witchcraft type of cosmology (Douglas 1996:111 -
112) 
It is a common truism in undergraduate studies in Anthropology that what people say 
they do, and what they do, can be very different. In formal interviews with Mayeyi 
men, and particularly men with authority over other men, the pattern is that Mayeyi 
society is indeed strongly classified with individuals of certain rank holding power 
over others of lesser rank. Mayeyi that I spoke to could readily identify three 'classes' 
within the Diyeyi: a Royal class (babafumu), consisting of the chief and his family; a 
middle class (ibatilishanyena -those who hold [land]), consisting of families that had 
land to till, or had positions at the head of a village; and the lower class (babahungwe 
- those who do not have [land]), consisting of people who did not have their own 
fields, and tended to provide piece-meal labour to the middle and royal class 
(although I was told that theoretically the chief could call on anyone to provide labour 
for his family). It became more difficult, though, when I asked about which 
individuals I had met belonged to which category or class. Boundaries became a little 
more blurred as people I spoke to tried to decide whether so-and-so belonged to this 
or that group, and if another had managed to change their apparent status or not. 
An example to illustrate the complexity and ambiguity of the apparent 
classification system is the domain of inheritance and succession. A number of the 
people I spoke to felt that the current chief should be replaced, as they were unhappy 
with the state of affairs that the Mayeyi were in as a tribe. They argued to me that the 
current chief was not in fact a member of the original Mayeyi Royal family by virtue 
of the fact that he was too distant a cousin to the direct patriline extending from 
Matsaratsara (see Chapter Two). Proponents of Chief Shufu (the current Mayeyi 
incumbent of chieftaincy) on the other hand decry this suggestion as false, citing that 
the chief is close enough in familial line to be a member of the original Royal Family. 
Succession debates are the perfect example of a weak grid that is actually articulated 
as being firm. Strong grid is where there are clear categories and the unambiguous 
application ofthem. Thus clear categories with ambiguous and contestable application 
would be rank in Douglas' s weak grid. In reality classification for the Mayeyi is 
ambiguous and has the potential to change at any moment depending on the 
arguments of another person against the individual. 
But what about women? So far I have shown one example that illustrates 
tension between men. Can the san1e tension be seen to be operating between men and 
women? Here let me speak briefly about the issues of inheritance amongst the 
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Mayeyi. By considering inheritance, which men describe as being linked to 
succession, one can consider the ambiguities present in rights to inheritance between 
men and women. 
Among the Mayeyi inheritance is also complicated by the distribution of land 
amongst both male and female siblings. Gluckman (1965:145) describes that among 
the Barotse (Lozi) a man will pass on land to his offspring and his wives. On his death 
the control of the gardens given to offspring remains in their hands. The deceased's 
wives' fields, on the other hand, fall under the control of the deceased's heir (the 
senior son usually, but the male heir to become the head of the family). For the most 
part the Mayeyi follow the traditional law of the Lozi, the last subjugating group in 
the Caprivi area, hence this is why Barotse customary law is important to describe in 
the context of inheritance amongst siblings. For the Mayeyi as for the Barotse (now 
Lozi), the heir of the deceased cannot make any claim on the allotments of land held 
by other siblings that were given to them by the deceased (ibid: 145). Unfortunately 
Gluckman does not mention whether female offspring are also allotted land. If female 
offspring are indeed allotted land by the head of the family, the land is therefore under 
their individual control, and not that of her brother/s or her fathers (her patrilineal 
kin). If the norm is then to marry outside of the group, any land that she has rights to 
would logically continue to remain under her control. The complication would then 
arise upon her death: would the land revert to her patrilineal family, or would it come 
under the control of her children, and therefore her husband's patrilineal family? 
My attention was drawn to the complications of female inheritance, not 
from a case study in Africa, but rather a study in the Mediterranean. Milicic' s (1995) 
study on sibling relations in the Mediterranean shows how a women' s inheritance in a 
patriarchal society creates friction between the husband's and the mother's brother 
over access to land. Land belonging to the male head of the family is divided through 
patrilineal descent into inheritance between brothers and sisters at the time of his 
death. However, when they marry, women will move from their natal village to their 
husband's village. The land that the daughter has inherited effectively comes under 
the control of her husband. The patri-families' land is therefore split when the 
daughter or sister is married and moves from her natal village. The system is not 
blamed for the friction; rather, it is the woman who has married out of the family who 
is seen as the instigator of the friction. 
The above system in the Meditenanean would seem to be similar to that 
amongst the Mayeyi. Male informants would stress to me that inheritance would only 
pass down through the male line. It became clear to me though, that they would refer 
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to 'inheritance' as the person who becomes heir to the head of the family. Informants 
would not necessarily equate ' inheritance' with ownership of fields. The example 
below should make this clear. 
One of my principle informants, who vehemently denied that women could 
inherit, was driving with me toward the Mwanayarubi channel early on in my 
research in 2002. He proudly pointed out a field, lush with fresh maize, that he 
explained belonged to his mother. On questioning him about this it became 
apparent that his mother not only controlled the field, but had ownership rights to 
it as well, over those of her brother. These rights are in evidence by the fact that 
my informant explained that when his mother passed away he would probably 
take over control of the land. Thus, in time, my informant would have control to 
fields from both his mother and his father (he was also the eldest son and 
therefore the heir to his father). 
Part of the confusion of the internal hierarchy can possibly be the result of the 
transition from a matrilineal system of inheritance and governance to a patrilineal 
system (see Chapter Two). In Chapter Two I discussed the apparent ambiguity of 
lineage allegiance, and in Chapter Six I pointed out the resultant witchcraft tensions 
directed toward members the patrilineage. 
Strong grid is supposedly seen when a society has a coherent classification 
system. As was seen in Chapter Three, the Mayeyi do indeed have a classification 
system that informs much of their understanding of the world. However, the simple 
fact that the Mayeyi have a potentially comprehensive system of classification does 
not mean that it is coherent, or even that all Mayeyi subscribe to it unquestioningly. 
As was shown in the third chapter, the categories are often ambiguous, and can shift 
their meanings according to context. This would suggest that the Mayeyi would have 
a weak grid in Douglas' s terms. 
Douglas argues that in situations where there is strong grid or strong group 
the incidence of misfortune is used to uphold the moral law (1996: 11 0). Marwick 
(1965) and Mitchell (1956) have written at length on the tension model of witchcraft 
belief where people use witchcraft accusations to bring down their rivals. Douglas 
suggests then, that in societies where there is both strong grid and group there is no 
place for witchcraft fears, as rules of social relations are firmly laid out. In societies 
with weak group or grid though, the rules of rules of social relations, including 
succession and inheritance, are vague and ambiguous, allowing space for witchcraft 
fears to come into their own. 
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We have now established that among the Mayeyi there is strong sense of 
group through the articulation of ethnicity as a primal group identity. The expression 
of group boundaries is also reflected in the way that people operate on a day-to-day 
basis with neighbouring groups. Ethnocentrism is certainly not the case, but general 
sense of wariness is evident when dealing with certain groups that are perceived as 
being 'outside the group'. The sense of ethnicity as a primal identity marker is 
particularly important in light of the size of the population, with an estimated Mayeyi 
population of only 6000 people (see Chapter Two). We have also seen that succession 
is complex, vague and ambiguous. Following the theory of grid and group related to 
the expression of misfortune, an analyst would be able to infer that there is a good 
chance of a witchcraft based cosmology amongst the Mayeyi due to strong group and 
weak grid. There does seem to be some evidence in the ethnography that suggests a 
lack of coherence surrounding certain classifications systems (the grid) of the Mayeyi, 
particularly those that relate to or are informed by the kinship system. This would 
suggest that in the aspects of Mayeyi society where one fmds weak grid, i.e. 
inheritance· and succession, we could expect to find accusations of witchcraft to 
emerge. This does indeed seem to be the case as is shown below. 
An example of some of the tensions arising around the ambiguous kinship 
and inheritance system is the number of witchcraft attacks by brothers against 
biological sisters who have married and moved away from the paternal family. In one 
incident recounted to me an old woman was bewitched by her brother who was 
apparently jealous of the lands that she had acquired. Although both were in their old 
age, it was believed that it was only now that the old man (the woman's brother) 
desired the inheritance of land that the woman had received. He was also believed to 
be angry with the fact that his sister's sons, rather than his own sons, would receive 
the land. 
The wealthier barwezi tended to be from the matrilineal family, while the 
poorer barwezi were from the patrilineal family (see Appendix C). As mentioned in 
Chapter Six, the majority of barwezi (from both matrilineal and patrilineal families) 
were seen to be men. This elicits an interesting addition to Geschiere's (1997) 
analysis of levelling and accumulating aspects of witchcraft. Suspicions and 
accusations of accumulating witchcraft tended to made towards matrilineal kin, while 
suspicions and accusations of levelling witchcraft were made against patrilineal kin, 
in particular men, who are seen as desiring to operate within modernity and 
development. 
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Accusations of levelling type witchcraft made by 
matrilineal family against patrilineal family. 
Accusations of accumulating type witchcraft made 
by patrilineal family against matrilineal family. 
Family A 
~0 
Land inherited by 
groom from 
In turn, land inherited by 
son from patrilineal family 
0 
Family B 
~ 0 
/ 
Land inherited through 
patriline potentially 
controlled by matriline 
In the case of divorce land is still inherited through the patriline, despite 
the children of the separated marriage breaking away from the patriline. 
An example of the patriline attempt to maintain hold over children after 
divorce from or death of the father is evinced in the majowo (naming 
ceremony) described in Chapter Two. 
Fig 7.5: Schematic representation of the inheritance of property . 
I argue that the above is an example of the tensions arising around the ambiguity of 
the kinship system. Matrilineal kin tend to operate together in plough-sharing and 
share-cropping (see Holy 1977). Patrilineal kin on the other hand are meant to co-
operate with cattle, through herding animals together and keeping them in cattle-byres 
that are essentially owned by the patrilineal group. The matrilineal allegiances have 
now spread out to entrepreneurial schemes, thus one of my chief informants tended to 
look towards his matrilineal kin for assistance with his tourist campsite. Because of 
the economic activities and strategies of matrilineal kin, they are also the kin-
members who are most likely to have obligations of sharing. Thus, I would infer that 
when matrilineal kin are seen not to share, but to be wealthy nonetheless, suspicions 
of accumulating witchcraft arise. 
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Patrilineal kin, I would suggest, are perceived as bewitching wealthier 
groups as they are the ones most likely to lose propetiy during marriages. By the 'loss 
of property', I do not refer to the custom of lobola or bride-price, which is practised, 
but to the loss of patriline held land to the matriline of the bride through inheritance 
by the daughter of patrilineal land inherited by the groom (see schematic diagram 7.4. 
for clarity) As mentioned in Chapter Two, the 'ideal' is for a father and his sons to co-
operate in agriculture and cattle-rearing (Leach 1971:156). However, due to virilocal 
marriage patterns and obligations to their matrilineal kin, this ideal is not always met. 
Fears of resentment from the patriline are then expressed through suspicions and 
accusations of witchcraft. These are tensions within the group reflecting the ambiguity 
of grid rules among the Mayeyi. 
Part of the ambiguity of inheritance, succession, and even lineage allegiance is 
the fluidity of the kinship system itself. Individuals can effectively choose their 
allegiances for certain purposes based on individual choice and elevation within the 
social group, by stressing either their patrilineal or their matrilineal ties. In one 
instance I was told of a young man, I will call him Bernard ·Salkwaba, who had 
decided to take his mother's father's name, rather than his father's. He felt that there 
was now resentment held towards him from his paternal family. As it was, early in his 
childhood, after his parents had separated due to a divorce, an iPiaka diagnosed an 
illness of his as being caused by an angry paternal kin-member for his being taken 
back to the mother's family. The tension between lineage groups mentioned here are 
very similar to the tension described by Victor Turner (1957) amongst the Ndembu of 
·then Northem Rhodesia. Turner found expression of these tensions in the rituals that. 
the Ndembu performed (ibid). 
Through these examples it becomes clear that Douglas's grid is weak in terms 
of the Mayeyi. Hierarchy and lineage allegiance are ambiguous and fraught with 
tension. The manipulation of identity in terms of grid can be used to further an 
individual's claim to membership of a lineage for financial or social security. Thus 
many men essentially have the option of becoming senior males in either the 
matrilineage or patrilineage based on individual decisions as to residence and name. 
These tensions make themselves felt through certain of the witchcraft accusations 
within the village. The significant point though is that these tensions are made more 
real in the face of development. Because of the allegiances of matrilineal kin, benefits 
from development tend to filter out through these ties of allegiance. Patrilineal affines 
and kin are seen as being jealous and bewitching their matrikin as a result. The 
rhetoric that is used is that barwezi are against development. However, the individuals 
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who are singled out as barwezi are still structurally the same as those that were 
singled out before analysts chose to highlight witchcraft as an idiom of modernity. 
7.3 Threats from the outside 
A particularly visible category of travellers illustrates the idea of contextual 
manipulation of identity. These are the individuals who travel as traditional healers or 
diviners (usually witch-fmders) from community to community; the itinerant witch-
fmder mentioned in the previous chapter. Some settle in host communities while 
others lead a nomadic life, continually moving from village to village, sometimes on 
their own, occasionally with followers. Of interest to the discussion of insiders and 
outsiders is the Mayeyi cognitive response to these travellers. Some travellers are 
welcomed into the community, while some are held at a virtual arm's length. Some 
become well-known and respected within the community and even identify 
themselves as Yeyi, while others are chased out of the area by the traditional council. 
Outsiders are called in as local methods of combating. a perceived tide of witchcraft 
are deemed inadequate by the indigenous population (Smith 2005: 143). 
Those perceived as outsiders tend to be viewed with the most suspicion 
when it comes to dealing with powers of the occult, witchcraft in particular. Even in 
ordinary day to day business dealings there is an aspect of wariness when dealing with 
those who are perceived as outsiders to the Mayeyi. I was told on numerous occasions 
by my friends which groups one should be wary of when in Katima Mulilo. Invariably 
when I needed assistance I was directed to people who were perceived as Yeyi, or as 
being 'close to' the Mayeyi. Within the Eastern Caprivi itself a level of distrust is 
shown between groups which consider themselves as separate and distinct to their 
neighbours, such that one could imagine a sliding scale on which trust/distrust is 
equated to the conceptual distance that the outsider is held from the group. In 
particular, I was told one should never trust an Mbilangwe (the line of descendents 
from the Lozi general, Sirnata Mamili, and his people). On the other hand, the same 
informant who told me that I should not trust the Mbilangwe people is firm friends 
with an Mbilangwe teacher who works in Sangwali Secondary School. A Mayeyi 
referring to the Mafwe, as a general category of people, will again usually look on 
them with a certain amount of distrust. Indeed, many people would say to me that the 
Mafwe were powerful and dangerous. In fact, the terms 'powerful' and 'dangerous' 
are seen as synonymous in most contexts. 
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While zifiaka that I spoke to stressed the essential similarity of all traditional 
healers in Africa, they were also quick to point out that foreigners were dangerous and 
may only want to obtain money and cattle through their practices. At the same time 
though, foreign healers and diviners are considered by many to be more powerful than 
the local zifiaka, particularly when it comes to identifying barwezi. Some of the 
Mayeyi zifiaka that I spoke to had also travelled away from Diyeyi to foreign areas 
where they practised their knowledge as traditional healers and diviners. In particular 
some of the men that I spoke to had worked as zifiaka on the mines in the 
Witwatersrand in the 1960s, right through to the 1980s. During their sojourn in South 
Africa these men felt that they had been perceived as more powerful than the local 
traditional healers, due to their own foreignness to the South Africans. For the 
travelling healer, then, there seems to be an apparent paradox. Outsiders are more 
powerful, but also more dangerous and therefore untrustworthy. Yet to be a travelling 
healer one automatically becomes an outsider to those communities one visits. The 
distinction is made more powerful for the Mayeyi when one considers the connection 
to the conceptual distinction of shizikasi (in isolation) versus muzazi (open, 
'friendly'). From a Mayeyi perspective the ifiaka as an outsider is perceived as 
shizikasi, and powerful, but also as potentially dangerous. 
The concept of outsider is particularly salient in relation to the category of 
mabivo (see Chapter Six). The first alert to this that I had was a statement made by a 
herbalist who insisted that there were no mabivo among the Mayeyi. Numerous other 
informants corroborated this perception. The category is firmly ascribed to outsiders. 
Moreover, as already - mentioned in Chapter Six, there are strong negative 
connotations to the mabivo category. Where the ifiaka is considered the mo~al 
counterpart to the immoral murwezi, the mabivo is in a state of moral flux between the 
two. The mabivo, then, is an outsider with knowledge of the occult and has 
questionable moral standing according to the local view based on the fact that be is an 
outsider. Here it is significant that most powerful mabivo are also said to come from 
groups that are the least trusted, the most 'outside', to the Mayeyi. 
7.3.1 The travelling healer: mabivo 
My fieldtrip in July 2003 coincided with that of a visiting healer, reported to be a 
Lozi, who called himself 'Doctor Malawi', as it was in Malawi that he had gained his 
powers of divination and healing. To say that Doctor Malawi was the talk of the area 
would be an understatement. A rich body of myth had already enshrouded the man by 
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the time I arrived in the village, some 5 months after his own appearance in Diyeyi. 
Stories abounded of his witch-finding exploits in the various villages around Diyeyi. 
Even after he had left, people continued to tell stories about him, sing songs referring 
to him and generally discuss the enigmatic man. In particular, the debate in Diyeyi 
revolved around a) his authenticity as a traditional healer, and b) his morality. The 
latter could not be refetTed to without considering the former. Informants would argue 
that a true inaka was moral, while a fraud was immoral. A mabivo, on the other hand, 
is usually considered amoral, as his occult services are essentially for hire to the 
highest bidder. Thus the mabivo is a true participant in what the Commaroffs (1999) 
have dubbed "occult economies" 110. Ziiiaka and their patients that I spoke to would 
insist that a true ifzaka would never bewitch another person, except for a murwezi. A 
mabivo, it is believed, would theoretically bewitch anyone, regardless of whether the 
victim was a murwezi, thief, or even innocent person. For a visiting healer it is 
therefore essential to become viewed as an iiiaka, rather than a mabivo, if the stay in a 
region is to be prolonged. 
Doctor Malawi was essentially invited into the community as the villagers 
felt that the only way to make money and develop the area was to rid the area of 
barwezi. Malawi entered Diyeyi, cognisant of the emerging inequalities that 
development has brought to the Caprivi. Young and well dressed (in relation to other 
villagers) the mabivo was seemingly successful and affluent, promising a better life 
for the villagers if they could rid their village of evil. Although the Mayeyi perception 
is that poor people are more likely to be barwezi, Doctor Malawi fostered and played 
on the fears of villagers of a powerful elite using their kin to further their own wealth, 
emphasizing that the village elite were using witchcraft to maintain their positions and 
their wealth. Austen (1993) argues that the perception in Africa of the moral economy 
indicates that there is a zero-sum-gain world where some people get hurt in order for 
others to succeed. Women, who are essentially marginalised in the political processes 
of the village, wholeheartedly supported Malawi as he pinpointed affluent and 
influential senior males - the accumulating aspect of witchcraft discourse, according 
to Geschiere (1997). During his stay I was told by female villagers in Sangwali and 
Samudono Village areas that he would rid the community of evil, unite the villagers 
and essentially bring wealth into Diyeyi. Similarly Smith (2005) found a witch-finder 
in Eastern Tanzania who was invited into a community to find the sources of its 
conjoined moral and economic decline. After a spate of witch-finding and a rapid and 
visible accumulation of wealth on the part of the witch-finder, the community gained 
110 See the last chapter (Chapter Six) on a discussion ofthe modernity associated with mabivo. 
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a measure of cohesiveness in their successful attempt to rid themselves of the witch-
finder, who was eventually seen as the source of discontent within the village (ibid). 
Doctor Malawi had a resounding impact on Diyeyi through his witch-
finding ' drummings'. These 'drumming' took on a similar format to the shiumbo (all-
night drummings described in Chaper Four), but the aim, rather than the healing of a 
patient, was the pin-pointing of barwezi. Doctor Malawi told me himself that he 
would identify on average around fourteen barwezi at each public witch-finding 
drumming that he made. There also seemed to be no shortage of drummings, with 
many small village clusters asking him to come and dance for them. What attracted 
people's suspicion though, was the type of barwezi that Doctor Malawi was 
pinpointing. The majority of people that were accused of witchcraft activities were 
men, and men of means at that. In relation to the rest of the community the men that 
Doctor Malawi accused were all influential, or relatively affluent. This suggests that 
Malawi was sensitive to the self-enrichment possibilities of witchcraft strategies (see 
Geschiere 1997). 
The second bone of contention with the visiting diviner, was the manner in 
which he would deal with the men that he had accused of witchcraft. Normally, 
according to the local zifiaka and the khuta, the people who were found to be guilty of 
witchcraft were fined for their offences by the khuta, not by the ifiaka. Doctor Malawi 
would by-pass the khuta and fine those he accused directly. These fines, often to the 
value of fourteen head of cattle111 , rather than being redistributed to the murwezi 's 
victim/s, which was described to me as being customary practice, would be kept by 
the Doctor. This fine, which was collected at each drumming, was added to th~ cash 
payment of N$2000 that he asked of the village in payment of his danci.ng for them. 
This is probably the foundation for the Mayeyi's eventual distrust of Malawi as 
suspected of engaging in the very same accumulating witchcraft that he was accusing 
the village men of. To arouse suspicions yet further, Malawi would bring individuals 
that he accused of witchcraft to live near his courtyard, ostensibly to neutralise their 
witchcraft powers, but also, he said, to protect them from the angry communities they 
had bewitched. After a while, some villagers began to feel that Malawi was creating a 
witching group (see Chapter Six) that was kept in the open, disguised by his apparent 
aim to rid the community of barwezi. However, as the community were deeply 
divided as to whether Malawi was genuine or not, those who were not convinced of 
111 In Mayeyi customary practice, when someone is fined by the khuta, a 'head of cattle' is the 
equivalent ofNS$500. If the money cannot be obtained and the person to be fined has animals, they are 
confiscated, even if they are more valuable than NS$500. As bridewealth though, a ' head of cattle' is 
the equivalent ofNS$1 000. 
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his morality could do little about his presence, particularly as voicing their concerns 
raised suspicions of their own innocence or guilt in occult activities. After all, as one 
woman told me, why else would they want to get rid of Malawi unless those wanting 
to expel the mabivo were guilty of being barwezi themselves? 
Unfortunately I was never able to attend any of Doctor Malawi's witch-
finding drummings. This was not for lack of trying though. Early on in my stay I 
made contact with the Doctor, who expressed to me that he would really like me to 
watch him in his performance. However, every time the news got to me that he would 
be dancing that night, he would change his plans after I had gone to confirm with him 
that he was indeed going to dance. On one occasion a large proportion of Mbambazi 
Village arrived at the witch-finding drumming to discover that the Doctor himself had 
not arrived. We stood and waited until finally the Doctor arrived with his assistants in 
a small pick-up truck. He then inexplicably, for he wouldn't give his reasons to the 
crowd, decided that he would not dance that night. The group of people who had 
come with me decided amongst themselves that it was my presence that had put the 
Doctor off. They suggested to me that he was afraid of dancing in front of a 
"researcher from South Mrica", as he might feel that I might announce that I felt he 
was a fraud. 
Early m 2004 Doctor Malawi left Sangwali in a haze of intrigue and 
suspicion. Through his witching-finding activities he drew the suspicion of the 
Sangwali central khuta as to his integrity as well as his authenticity as an 'inaka '. In 
an interview with the khuta in July 2005, I was told how a number of the khuta 
members had gone through to the Doctor's courtyard along with members of the 
police. Doctor Malawi was brought to the khuta where several of his documents were 
confiscated, as well as his witch-finding tools. The documents, which the khuta 
brought out to show me, ranged from notes that Doctor Malawi had written though to 
his application for a driver's licence. His divining apparatus were all held in an old 
and slightly broken black leather briefcase. When one of the senior indunas bent 
down to open it, he made sure that his skin didn't come into contact with the case, 
using his sleeve instead to touch the handle and clasp. The zimbes, or divining tools, 
were a mirror, encrusted with red beads and beeswax, and the base of an old iron pot. 
The pot attracted quite some interest and disgust from the people at the interview, who 
explained that a 'real' ifzaka only uses 'natural', or 'wild' materials from the bush, not 
iron. The fact that he had an iron zimbe was confi1mation for some that Doctor 
Malawi was a mabivo, and possibly even a murwezi at that. Spirits, which are part of 
the wild bush, require natural or wild tools for any interaction to take place between 
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them and a diviner or healer. The base of the iron pot, a man-made substance, could 
not have been given by the spirits, and is therefore constructed by hand, much as a 
kalirozi (magic gun) would be constructed by a murwezi. 
Shortly after Doctor Malawi was taken to the khuta, he left Sangwali. 
Apparently while out one day, a whirlwind blew across his courtyard. The result was 
that his house burnt down as the whirlwind blew flames from the cooking fire into the 
thatch of the hut. Malawi returned to find his courtyard and house gutted. He declared 
that Sangwali was filled with barwezi who were intent on killing him, and left rapidly, 
along with his assistants. He left his Mayeyi wife whom he had married earlier in 
2004, behind. As first it seemed villagers viewed this marriage as auspicious, later 
some cynically said to me that Malawi had married the woman so as to keep an ear to 
the gossip that was circulated by women, a sure fire way, according to one man, of 
knowing what was going on in the community. Since Malawi's departure, stories have 
continued to revolve around Doctor Malawi and his practices, with a few villagers, 
although now in the minority, still stressing their supp01t for him 
Although various people I. came across in 2005 openly stated that Doctor 
Malawi was a fraud as an iiiaka, they still felt that he held occult powers that were 
dangerous. The induna mentioned above, who opened the briefcase, was one of the 
most vociferous of opponents to any f01m of traditional medicine, divination or 
healing, both because of his Christianity, and because he said that it was an "irrational 
belief'112. Time and again he said to me that there was no such thing as traditional 
healers, or witchcraft for that matter. Yet he showed a more than fearful respect for 
the articles that once belonged to Doctor Malawi. The induna is a Christian associated 
with the Seventh Day Adventist Church in Samudono Village area. 
A humorous indication of the change of attitude towards Doctor Malawi was 
the increasing lack of respect that was granted to his abandoned Ford Cortina motor 
car that stood near the remnants of his old courtyard. When I arrived back in Sangwali 
in November 2004, his abandoned vehicle stood untouched, the only sign of its 
apparent disuse being the deflated tyres. Through the course of my stay in the area in 
2005 I was able to watch on an almost daily basis the deteriorating condition of 
112 The induna 's view was unique in that he went the whole way in stressing that nothing 'traditional' 
should be allowed. Although the Church attempts to put this view across most, but not all, people 
practice a kind of dual logic between Christianity and belief in the occult. However, in the years that I 
have been travelling to Diyeyi I have come to suspect that part of the induna 's attitude toward the 
occult is based on the premise that white people and the government do not believe in these powers, 
and to obtain development from these sources, one should also be seen not to believe in the occult. At 
the same time though his view is well known in the community and is an irritation for members of his 
village who have to circumvent him whenever they want to consult with an ifiaka. 
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Doctor Malawi's car, and by extension his reputation. In 2004 nobody wanted to 
touch the vehicle, fearing that there would be occult recriminations. However, fears of 
his power declined and by 2005 the vehicle's wheels were already stolen by the time I 
arrived. By the time I left, two months later, the doors were usually hanging open, 
side and interior driving mirrors had been removed, and headrests and a bumper had 
also disappeared. I am confident that had I looked into the engine bay at the beginning 
of June and then again at the end of July I would have found various engine parts 
would have disappeared. What is interesting is that the opinions that people expressed 
to me about Malawi were similar to the treatment of the vehicle. In 2004, although 
many people I spoke to felt that Doctor Malawi was not an inaka, they still felt he was 
dangerous. By 2005 there was a sense that the tools that Malawi used could possibly 
be dangerous, but he himself was not. A further ignominy to the man was that he was 
sung about in a derogatory fashion at drummings. Now, the lyrics were anything but 
kind to him. One song that I heard went along the lines of, "Go and fetch Malawi, 
Take him to the police station and beat him, Malawi is a liar". 
Although a number of people pronounced Malawi as a fraud ifiaka, they 
were happy to label him as a mabivo. At the height of his popularity he was known as 
an inaka by the local populace. He himself stressed to me that he was "just like a Yeyi 
ifiaka". However, he also confessed to me, in the presence of my interpreter, that he 
was a witch (he used the English term rather than the ShiYeyi term, murwezi) but he 
did not eat meat, referring to the murwezi 's consumption of human flesh. He reasoned 
that only someone trained as a witch would be able to successfully combat witchcraft. 
Doctor Malawi, as he explained, first gained his powers when he was taken from 
Zambia to Malawi to· be cured of a strange illness. While in Malawi it was discovered 
that his estranged father was trying to ·kill him so as to gain muti (medicinal 
substances) to make powerful witchcraft medicine. The healers in Malawi were able 
to cure Doctor Malawi of his illness, and also offered him the opportunity to learn 
their skills. Doctor Malawi explained that the experience of being bewitched 
prompted him to the vocation of traditional healer and witch-finder, a theme described 
in detail in Chapter Four as that of the 'wounded healer'. He boasted to me that he 
was more powerful than all the traditional healers in the Caprivi, that he didn' t have 
spirits per se, but could see all spirits that existed, moreover he could control them. 
This aspect of control was a powerful one that eventually led to some of his Mayeyi 
supporters withdrawing their support from him. They explained that it was impossible 
for someone to control the spirits. This aspect made Malawi a morally ambiguous 
character for the Mayeyi, as the spirits invariably demand moral constraints of their 
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followers which Malawi freely admitted, in fact boasted, that he was not curtailed by. 
Informants reasoned with me that spirits do not allow their adherents to cast spells on 
other people, unless that person is a murwezi. If Malawi was not subject to these 
constraints he could theoretically bewitch anyone he chose to. Significantly, the 
outsider status on which Malawi capitalised, also placed him in a category that is seen 
as being morally ambiguous. 
While I was in Diyeyi in 2005 another travelling diviner by the name of 
Lubinda arrived. Staying in Malengalenga he attracted a great deal of attention one 
day as he decided to demonstrate his powers. Two British tourists had been brought 
into one of the induna's courtyards while Lubinda strutted in front of a large crowd, 
enjoining the children there to sing. After his displays of pulling wire through his 
tongue and having assistants beat a shitono that was placed on his chest with zimushi, 
he announced that there would be a witch-finding drumming that night at Mahonono 
Village. 
·The drumming was something of a failure for Lubinda. We arrived at about 
nine in the evening to find that a number of villagers had already arrived at the 
drumming. A tunnel of people, predominantly children, had been formed through 
which Lubinda walked up and down, urging people to sing lyrics that he struted. The 
singers were a11 unpaid children, rather than the usual team of female singers who are 
paid for their services. Lubinda had chosen the children, saying that the children were 
still pure of heart while adults were Likely to be barwezi. The adults who were there 
found this insulting, not only for the inferences that Lubinda was making, but for the 
fact that he wasn' t paying the children. The adults I spoke to argued that Lubinda was 
merely trying to make money from the Mayeyi. He had already chru·ged NS2000 to do 
the drumming in the first place. From this members of the community usually obtain 
some money for their participation in singing and dancing. By having children rather 
than adults sing, Lubinda was not redistributing wealth to the community. 
In the few hours that we were at the drumming Lubinda managed to anger a 
great deal of the onlookers. He insulted many of the people sitting around the fire at 
the one end of the tunnel, denigrating their genitalia, thereby insulting the group by 
insinuating that the Mayeyi have reproductive problems113, and loudly proclaiming 
the stupidity of the Y eyi people. One song that he made the children sing was "Kufeza 
kumulaula kamsowaya", meaning "healing him/her, tomorrow he dies". This song 
referred to a patient being healed in the village by another young, but highly regarded, 
113 He pointed out individuals and shouted that "your vagina is shrivelled and dry", or "your penis is 
small". 
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matweti ifiaka/14, who had danced in the same village a few nights prior. Ultimately 
the drumming fell apart when Lubinda accused one prominent man's mother of 
witchcraft, proclaiming that she kept her kalirozi (magic gun) in a shitono (maize 
pounding pot) in her courtyard. The matrilineal allegiances mentioned above find 
expression in the relationship between mother and child in the Mayeyi cosmology. It 
is a significant point that in all the witchcraft cases I collected (see Appendix C) the 
mother was never accused as being a murwezi. This would suggest that there is no 
place for witchcraft accusations against the mother in Mayeyi cosmology. 
When I returned in 2006 I heard that Lubinda had actually passed away less 
than a month after I left in 2005. As a result of the failed witch-finding dance, gossip 
and rumour had it, that the barwezi and zifiaka of the area had both been so insulted 
by the mabivo 's language towards the Mayeyi people as a whole, that they (being both 
the banvezi and the zifiaka) had independently cast magic against him. I was told that 
two weeks after the dance Lubinda's testicles became grossly swollen115 and he had to 
be taken to the hospital in Katima Mulilo. A few weeks after that, he passed away. 
In contrast to the above stories is one about the Lozi ifiaka called 
Katcheka116• Kachecka crossed the border from Zambia into the Caprivi in the 1980s 
and worked his way down to Diyeyi where he quickly made a name for himself as a 
traditional healer, an ifiaka to be precise. According to people who have known him 
since he arrived, he performed a few witch-finding drummings, but soon settled into 
the less contentious arena of healing. He proclaims that he is a matweti ifiaka, and as 
such is constrained by their proscriptions. He is now relatively popular, as far as I can 
tell, within the community and spends a great deal of his time carousing with friends. 
Early in his stay in Diyeyi he married a Y eyi woman and went to live with her family 
in Samudono. Between my stays in the community he met another woman and 
married her, although he returned to his first wife in 2005 again. Most significant, I 
feel, is the attention that he pays to the matweti, who he says belong to the Mayeyi 
pantheon of spirits, although he also says that the matweti can be found everywhere. 
Unlike Doctor Malawi, Katcheka does not claim to be able to control the matweti, 
rather, that he is controlled by them. When he dances, and I have watched him now at 
one drumming, he claims to lose himself, and be overtaken by the spirits. Katcheka is 
thus no longer perceived as a mabivo, but instead as an ifiaka. 
114 1 attended numerous ofthis young man's drummings at Mahonono and Samudono Villages 
115 
"To the size of soccer balls", laughed one of my informants. 
116 He has been nicknamed "Katcheka" as he is always looking into, or 'checking', his zimbe (divining 
tool) which is a small, hollow, wooden vessel. 
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In Diyeyi the mabivo is often perceived to be more powerful than local 
zifzaka when it comes to divination and witch-finding, because of his status as outsider 
to the community. Malawi was well aware of the importance of being an outsider so 
as to be perceived as more potent than local diviners and healers. His narrative of 
becoming a mabivo made out that he was born in Zambia. In reality his birth 
certificate, which I viewed along with the rest of his legal documents that were seized 
by the khuta, placed him as being born in Otjiwarongo, Namibia, roughly nine 
hundred kilometres south west of Katima Mulilo. Although still an outsider, being 
perceived as a Zambian, who are said to be more powerful witches than Caprivians in 
general, served Malawi's purposes better than if he were identified as a Namibian. 
Douglas suggests that "the witch-cleansing movement staves off schism and 
shores up weak internal organisation ofthe group" (1996:120). In the cases ofMalawi 
and Lubinda this does not seem to be the case as schism was created and highlighted 
within the community by Malawi. As Razafotu, an ifzaka based near Mbambazi 
Village area, explained 
«To me it is very bad image, because he [Malawi] brought a hatred between 
friends. Some of the people have now got hatred between them while he is living 
in peace." 
If one turns to a similar case of a witch-finder in Eastern Tanzania described by Smith 
(2005), the witch-finder was initially invited into the community to save the 
community from schism and protect it from internal witchcraft. Eventually the 
community saw the witch-finder as being the source of schism within the community, 
and expelled him and his assistants. In a round-about way the witch-finding 
movement did exactly what Douglas suggests it would. Rather than expelling witches 
as the source of discontent and friction within the community, the villagers unified 
together and expelled the witch-finder. The case of Malawi in Diyeyi follows this 
pattern. He was brought in to sweep the area clean of barwezi, and so stop the friction 
within the community. Eventually he was seen as the source of friction and was 
expelled. The expulsion of Malawi drew villagers together, thereby strengthening the 
concept of group, even if only temporarily. 
Katcheka, on the other hand, did not create foment within the community. 
He slipped into the role of ii1aka within the classificatory hierarchy of the Mayeyi 
cosmology. He was not seen to threaten the internal unity and workings of the group. 
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In fact, Katcheka actively incorporated himself into Mayeyi social life - thus 
reaffirming it- and he was therefore allowed to stay. 
7.4 Grid and group and the body politic 
By definition witches are those individuals who reject or subvert the moral order 
(Mair 1969:230; Mayer 1970(1954]). In fact they seem to revel in the opposite of 
society's vision of the moral order, devouring infants, murdering the successful, 
fornicating with animals, and other acts that are seen as abhorrent to 'natural 
behaviour'. For example, Wilson (1951:308) writes of the Nyakyusa that, "[witches] 
delight in eating human flesh and gnaw men from the inside", or Richards (1935:456) 
writing of the Bemba states that, ''[witches] start their careers with some outrageous 
act, such as father-daughter incest, or the murder of a baby of their own clan". What is 
of interest in the witchcraft accusations among the Mayeyi is that it is very seldom 
that an individual who is not an ifzaka or mabivo will directly accuse another 
individual of ·being a murwezi. Ashforth (2005) says the same of witchcraft 
accusations in Soweto, South Africa. The fact that there are few direct vocalised 
accusations does not mean that gossip surrounding witchcraft is not rife. As in the 
case with Malawi this may be linked to Mayer's observation that one should be very 
careful not to accuse another of being a witch, for the suspicion may actually revert to 
the accuser (Mayer 1970[1954]:58-59). 
In my stays in Diyeyi I did not come across or hear of any direct accusations 
of witchcraft made by individuals. This certainly does not mean that people don't 
gossip, and there are individuals who are commonly thought to be barwezi. Witch-
findings themselves are public and are led by a mabivo who is usually from outside of 
the community. If this is an attack against a rival, it is ce1tainly an oblique method of 
denigrating them. Rather, I suggest that the witchcraft fears and accusations by 
mabivo, are taken by the group as a means of solidifying the group's [Mayeyi] 
boundaries. As Douglas writes, "The accusation of-witchcraft is a righteous demand 
for conformity" (1996: 113). This conformity operates on several levels within the 
community. Witchcraft rumours operate both at the kin level, between members of a 
lineage, and at a larger community level. On a kin level we see the notion that Mayeyi 
barwezi are only able to bewitch their own kin. However, the effects of witchcraft are 
perceived by the Mayeyi community as a whole, as evidenced by the comment given 
by a senior male to me that, "The reason we [referring to the Mayeyi] are poor, is 
because of witchcraft". Time and again, I was told by men and women of various 
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income groups that the Mayeyi would not succeed because of witchcraft. As another 
informant sardonically said, "We Mayeyi, all we know is how to [be]witch each 
other". Here we see how witchcraft is perceived as bedevilling development. As soon 
as an individual becomes involved in the infrastructural, financial or political 
development of the Mayeyi, they are thought to be cut down by jealous kin through 
witchcraft. Although the witchcraft attack is made against an individual, the 
consequences of the attack are felt by everyone. 
Douglas writes that there are four general characteristics of the witchcraft 
dominated cosmology - the idea that there is a bad outside and a good inside, that the 
inside is under attack and is in need of protection, that human wickedness is on a 
cosmic scale and that these ideas can be used for political manipulation (1996: 113). 
Mabivo and people who are able to cast spells on non-kin are seen as being outsiders 
to Diyeyi. Zambians are continually referred to as being 'great'-witches, and having 
an uncanny knowledge of the occult. The mabivo, discussed in this and the last 
chapter, drew on ideas of outsiders being seen as more powerful in terms of occult 
p·otency. Outsiders are also seen as being potentially amotal or immoral. Consider 
again the notion of the 'great witch' from outside the group. It is no surprise that a 
link is made between the mabivo and the 'great witch' as the mabivo is often 
described as being like a great witch. 
Going back to the fourth chapter, one will remember that to become a 
murwezi, one has to consume the raw flesh of a familial victim. This flesh then takes 
on an existence of its own within the body of the murwezi, demanding that it be fed 
. more flesh and essentially corrupting the individual further. Thereafter, the group is 
affected by the witchcraft of the individual who proceeds to kill his or her kin. Here 
we have the idea that the inside is threatened through the process of consumption. The 
idea of the inside being violently corrupted or harmed is again taken up by the manner 
in which victims are bewitched. Here they are said to be eaten from inside by the 
witches madeamons that are sent to plague the victim. As Douglas points out, "soul-
sucking" is a prevalent fear of small communities where the integrity of the group is 
threatened, even by those within (1996:113). 
Witch-cleansing rituals are offered as a solution to the group, to rid the 
community of the ill that has crept into it (Douglas 1996: 119). I would suggest that 
the witch-cleansing rituals are a type of boundary defining ritual. These occur at times 
of crisis when the relations between categories seem to have fallen apart. During my 
stay in the community in June/July 2003, I was able to witness the fears of a 
community that felt itself to be riddled with witchcraft. Although not everyone felt 
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that they were threatened as individuals to the same degree, it was evident that there 
was a feeling that the security of the group was at stake. Witchcraft was like a cancer 
to the community, something that needed to be expelled from the body politic. Here 
the likes of Doctor Malawi were turned to. Of course, part of the skill of the mabivo is 
to create the sense of danger that they then profess to neutralise (Richards 1935:453-
4). As scapegoats either were cleansed or left, the fears turned to the cleanser himself 
who was an outsider, and was himself beginning to threaten the integrity of the group. 
In 2005 witchcraft, although still a fear, was not on the tongue of everyone I spoke to. 
In effect, Malawi had brought the group closer together by his own action and 
subsequent expulsion. The fact that Lubinda's witch-finding dance that I attended 
failed is, I feel, indicative that the community were not gripped with the same sense of 
urgency to eradicate itself of an evil within the community that it had been in 2003 
and 2004. This, I suggested above, was due to good rains and harvest, a peaceful 
national election, and the feeling that the Mayeyi were no longer being ignored by the 
government and its development policies. The sense of bound~ies and cleansed body 
politic was also a result ofthe witch-finder. As Smith (2005) shows; by expelling the 
witch-finder from the group, the community reaffirm their own boundaries. The 
witch-finder has already forced the community to deal with its internal tensions in the 
form of witches. All that is left highlighting and causing tension, and thereby 
threatening the group, is the witch-finder himself. 
The perfection and integrity of the individual and social body and the 
completion of the life's span are promised through the control of witchcraft, which is 
seen as a serious threat to the unity ·of the group (Douglas 1996: 119). This beco11;1es 
particularly salient when one considers that witchcraft is very much "the dark side of 
kinship" (Geshiere & Fisiy 1994:324). " It reflects the frightening notion that there is 
hidden aggression and violence where there should only be trust and solidarity" 
(ibid:325). Where the kin group is the prototypal 'in-group', witchcraft, for the 
Mayeyi, threatens to tear the kin group apart. Using Leach' s (1972) continuum again, 
we are able to see that there are varying levels of insider and outsider. The kin group 
is possibly the smallest and recognisable unit that is greater than the individual. 
Mayeyi society is made of interlinked kin groups, with members of villages ideally 
(in the sense that it is how my Mayeyi informants verbalised the 'ideal ' to be) 
belonging to a patrilineal kin-group. If Douglas's analysis of witch-dominated 
cosmologies holds true for societies that have strong group and weak grid, then this 
analysis becomes even more salient to the kin group. When a kin member is accused 
of witchcraft by a diviner, he or she is cleansed and neutralised of their magical 
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powers. In this way, the 'illness' within the group has been taken care of. Extend this 
model to the broader Mayeyi society and we see the same model reinforcing the 
moral identity of the community. Remember again that witching groups are believed 
to operate in Diyeyi, so that individual murwezi can bewitch their victims via a kin 
member who is a part of the coven. Witchcraft therefore extends beyond the familial 
kin group to the broader Mayeyi community. 
If one knows what is considered good and correct in a society, then witches 
represent the inverse of what is considered notmal and good (Brain 1982:375-376). 
Witchcraft behaviour is the antithesis of morality and as such is contrary to the ethos 
of the group. It is destructive to the group. If witchcraft is also immoral, it follows 
that moral behaviour is also behaviour that is condoned, if not actively encouraged by 
the group. By punishing apparent witches the group is reifying and reinforcing its 
~-
perceived moral identity. The notion is that the inside is meant to be moral. The 
Mayeyi would extend this by saying the inside should be kututora (cool) and muzazi 
(open, friendly). The distinction is drawn then that barwezi are shizikasi (in isolation) 
and kupisa (hot). The relationships drawn imply that the outsider is potentially kupisa, 
shizikasi, and therefore dangerous and potentially amoral or immoral. If outsiders are 
seen in this light, it makes sense to establish cognitive boundaries in which to protect 
the group. For the Mayeyi, the analyst can fmd reward in piecing together notions of 
ethnic and group identity and how they are articulated through witchcraft fears. To be 
a good Mayeyi, is to be a moral person as well as part of the cohesive group unit. To 
be a murwezi is to behave in an imrnoral .manner contrary to the group. Witchcraft 
narratives therefore speak to group identity by informing individuals ·what the group 
expects of them. By viewing witchcraft. narratives in the light of the Mayeyi 
cosmology, one is also able to see how outsiders can potentially behave, and hence 
why boundaries are required between insiders and outsiders. 
7.5 Conclusion 
At the beginning of this chapter it was pointed out that there is a continuum on which 
the Mayeyi consider themselves in relation to outsiders. This continuum is similar to 
other kinds of aesthetic classification identified in the cosmological ordering of the 
world that was described in Chapter Three. Outsiders are thus seen as being 
potentially shizikasi (in isolation). By this they are consequently seen as being more 
powerful and dangerous, particularly in terms of the occult. This in tum has an 
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influence on how the Mayeyi perceive the world outside of Diyeyi. Although it is 
perceived as dangerous, shizikasi, and kupisa (hot), it is also seen as potentially 
powerful, and therefore something to be sought after. 
Using Douglas's (1996[1970]) grid and group framework has been a useful 
way with which to view the Mayeyi cognitive schema of the group boundaries. Her 
structure of society in terms of group cohesiveness (group) and social individuation 
(grid) is by no means the only way in which one can view society. In terms of the 
argument presented here though, it is useful in that it points out possible means by 
which small-scale societies attempt to create boundaries, and intemal ordering. 
Although there are some contradictions in Douglas's writing (see Wuthnow et al 
1984), it is interesting to note that among modernity-oriented scholars there is an 
increasing trend for the insistence of heterogeneity from small groups, which 
subsequently reify their cultural boundaries as definable and discrete (Friedman 1994; 
Harrison 1999). Thus, I would suggest reconsidering much of what Douglas has 
written as being useful in terms of self-defined small-scale societies. 
The witch-finder is an interesting category of individual who manipulates his 
identity in terms of the group (at least for the Mayeyi); cognisant of the perception of 
outsiders he steps into the community ostensibly to shore up boundaries, revitalise the 
hierarchy and intemal ordering of the group, and thus enable the community to better 
face a modernised world and share in some of its fruits . Although he comes to herald 
in ' modemity' he is also used by the community to strengthen group boundaries. As 
Sanders (2003:338) has pointed out, the idiom of witchcraft which the witch-finder 
uses is very much in modemity, but it is no~ necessarily about modernity. The witch-
finders mentioned above are evidence of this. Here it is again interesting to note that 
the one witch-finder (Katcheka) who entered the community and fell back on the 
'traditional' roles of the diviner, was successfully incorporated into the community, 
thus reaffim1ing the group and its identity. 
Mary Douglas (1996[1970]) has argued, based on her framework of social 
structure, that societies with weak grid and strong group are likely to have a witchcraft 
paradigm operating in their belief structure. Similarly societies with weak group and 
strong grid are likely to have a lively belief in spirit possession. The Mayeyi 
ethnography would then seem to confuse any explanations based on Douglas' s grid 
and group framework. Both witchcraft and spirit possession belief are evident in 
Mayeyi belief as I have argued in the introduction. Witchcraft and spirit possession 
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are intricately related in Mayeyi ritual practice. So where do we place the Mayeyi 
according to Douglas's schema? This chapter has shown that there are examples of 
both strong grid (high classification) and weak grid (ambiguity in succession and 
hierarchy). Although there is also the verbal articulation of strong group cohesiveness, 
we also see that small groups like lineages are fraught with boundary ambiguity. 
However, where we fmd witchcraft we do find instances of strong group and weak 
grid. I would suggest that by looking for aspects of society where there is strong 
group and weak grid, we are likely to find witchcraft discourse. In the same vein, if 
we look to aspects of society where there is spirit possession, there is likely to be 
belief in spirit possession. Douglas's framework, rather than standing for the structure 
society as a whole, is more useful for explaining parts of society. In this way, by using 
the Douglas' s framework and Leach's continuum we find that the relationship 
between insider and outsider is central relationship of contrasting pairs that has an 
homologous relationship with other contrasting pairs in the Mayeyi cosmological 
schema. 
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CHAPTER 8- CONCLUSION 
8.1 Modernity's malcontents, lest we presume too much ... 
Much of the contemporary analysis of the occult, in particular of witchcraft belief, has 
been seen by anthropologists to be an indigenous commentary on the disparity and 
inequality that has arisen as a consequence of 'modernity'; (see Comaroff & 
Comaroff 1993, 1999; Geschiere 1997). This analysis has also included 
considerations of ways in which indigenous actors are supposed to hamess and exploit 
these inequalities in order to enter the global world through what are termed 'occult 
economies' (Comaroff & Comaroff 1993, 1999; Austen 1993; Smith 2001; Sanders 
2001). In this way indigenous actors are seen to make sense of and to operate in a 
zero-sum-gain world. 
A number of authors have now begun to question the modemity meta-
narrative and whether it is actually an adequate paradigm with which to view occult 
belief (Englund & Leach 2000; Moore & Sanders 2001; Sanders 2003; Mcintosh 
2004). Englund and Leach go so far as to say that the "current meta-narrative of 
modemity organises ethnography, and with its emphasis on ruptures, obstructs the 
production of anthropological knowledge" (2000:225). The presumption that only the 
concerns of modernity are reflected and addressed through occult means and belief 
implies that other ways of knowing and making sense of the world through the occult 
are made redundant (ibid). Although modemization is often cited as a reason for 
increasing witchcraft by the actors themselves (see Smith 2005), it is more the 
concerns of the analyst that seem to be reducing occult belief to a reaction to 
modernity. 
The contemporary era seems to have given rise to a sense of the "darker side 
of modernity" (Giddens 1990:7). Intellectuals grappling with looming environmental 
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problems, a world involved in a fundamentalist ideological conflict at the tum of the 
twenty-first century and the seeming "moral collapse of the world" (Lambek 
1997:22), have looked to local responses and seen them as commentary on a world-
wide malaise. However, are local social phenomena like occult belief really only, or 
principally, reactions to modernity, in anyone' s eyes other than those of academics? 
Part of the problem, as I see it, is that the modernity meta-narrative portrays change 
and rupture as something qualitatively different and new. Something which is now 
represented and controlled, or at least the attempt is made to do so, through occult 
praxis. So does this mean that occult belief and praxis were doing something 
qualitatively different for actors prior to this supposed fundamental change in the 
world? As Mayer (1970[1954]) shows, witchcraft has been an idiom for a number of 
things for a very long time. Why is it only now that witchcraft is an idiom for 
modernity's malaise? 
Or could it be that there has always been change, i.e. modernisation, but that 
there is the sense that things are going wrong now? This in itself is part of living in the 
moment. Occult perceptions, beliefs and praxis are dynamic, shifting as the world 
changes, making sense of change and contributing novel ways of dealing with the 
change which are often experienced through occult discourse and praxis. If 
contemporary theory is about rupture, so too were the conflict theories of the 1950s 
and 1960s. If modem witchcraft is about dislocation, so too was the witch-craze of 
Eq.rope (see Trevor-Roper 1970[1967)). 
All ethnography is conducted in the context of the modem. In this sense all 
social phenomena that are observed by the ethnographer are constituted in the 
modern. As Brian Ferguson makes the telling point in his article on warfare in 
Amazonia; by the time the ethnographer arrives, the explorers, the disease, the 
pioneers and the colonists have all been there and done their work. Modernisation has 
preceded the anthropologist. During fieldwork in Diyeyi I saw that witchcraft 
discourse, while certainly addressing issues of inequality that have resulted as a 
consequence of modernity, also addressed issues of internal discontent or 
cohesiveness and issues of moral and correct behaviour (see Chapter Six). This is not 
an attempt to hark back to the classic analyses of witchcraft. It is an attempt to show 
that belief in the occult is perfectly capable of doing many things for different people 
- indeed for the same people it has a plurality of meanings (see Niehaus 2006). 
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8.2 Witchcraft and spirit possession: disparate elements? 
A central argument underpinning this thesis has been that studies of the occult should 
consider witchcraft and spirit possession together, rather than separating them into 
exclusive phenomena labelled as 'spirit possession' and 'witchcraft'. As shown in the 
ethnography of the Mayeyi, the two are informed by each other in as much as they 
share common symbols, common commentaries, cornn1on participants and common 
perfonnative rituals. Certainly it is possible to separate the ideas of witchcraft from 
those of spirit possession, but to do so, would be to separate them according to a 
model provided by the analyst, not by the group that hold the beliefs. 
For the Mayeyi, spirit possession is intricately tied up with the diagnosis and 
combating of witchcraft. Moreover, spirit possession and the attendant powers of the 
zifzaka are also tied up with issues of morality. Many of the symbols that are used in 
the prevention, divining an~ combating of witchcraft are also the same symbols that 
are used in the diagnosis of spirit affliction and the incorporation of spirits into a host 
medium. 
During all-night drurnn1ings (shiumbo) that I attended that were directed at the 
healing of disease attributed to witchcraft, the possession by matweti spirits was 
considered by the participants to be essential to the efficacy of the healing. In a 
private ritual where the cause of an illness was divined (see Chapter Four), the 
matweti spirits were consulted in order to discover whether a murwezi was involved, 
and if so, how to combat the illness and the maleficent. Listening to songs at these 
shiumbo it became apparent that not only were the matweti spirits invoked, but so too 
was the shirubi spirit (see Chapter Five). I have argued that to understand Mayeyi 
spiritual agency in dealing with the world, complementarity must be seen to exist 
between contrasting cosmological categories. Thus, for example, complementarity 
must be seen to exist between categories such as 'hot' and ' cold' and female and 
male. As the dualistic nature of the Mayeyi cosmology is about relationships between 
contrasting opposites, one could argue that the inaka could be viewed as a contrasting 
opposite to the murwezi where both operate in a domain that is shizikasi (in isolation) 
and inzaninshumwe (distant to humans). 
I argue in the context of the Mayeyi belief in the occult, that by concentrating 
on one aspect of the occult, e.g. witchcraft belief, while ignoring others, e.g. spirit 
possession, the analyst is potentially crippling any anthropological understanding of 
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the occult as a whole, or even of the individual phenomenon. In Diyeyi both 
witchcraft and spirit possession cannot be seen to stand independently of each other 
when the believers themselves do not see the phenomena as discrete and separate. 
Throughout the dissertation it should have become clear that spirits, ziflaka and 
barwezi can all be seen in the same set of cosmological relationships that were 
described in Chapter Three, and which will be summarised below. 
8.3 Structural relationships in Mayeyi cosmology 
The structuralist perspective espoused throughout the dissertation emphasizes the 
relationship between things and ideas. It is not so much the content of the Mayeyi 
cosmology which is important, as the relationships between perceived contrasts within 
it. The relationships as discussed in Chapter Three are predicated on the premise of 
visibility or concealment. While doing fieldwork the contrasts between shizikasi (in 
isolation) ·and muzazi (open, friendly} were stressed to me: In a homologous 
relationship to these two contrasts, informants also recognised inzaninshumwe (distant 
to hwnans) and zezera (close to humans) The relationship between the visible and the 
concealed is further seen by the Mayeyi as being homologous with other contrasting 
pairs in the empirical as well as the occult world. These pairs and the relationship 
between them are summarised as: 
Visible 
Muzazi (Open/friendly) 
Zezera (Close to humans) 
Kututora (Coolness) 
Self 
Insider 
Mundane 
Empirical World (livu) 
[Potentially] Safe 
Male 
Concealed 
Shizikasi (In Isolation) 
Inzaninshumwe (Distant to humans) 
Kupisa (Heat) 
Other 
Outsider 
Powerful 
Occult World 
[Potentially] Dangerous 
Female 
As stressed in Chapter Three, and again m Chapter Seven, the categories in the 
Mayeyi conceptual schema are seen as being cardinal poles with values of gradation 
lying between them. In most cases (male: female being an exception) a continuum 
runs between the two contrasts allowing for gradations of more or less. Thus, as 
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mentioned in Chapter Three, cattle are seen as completely zezera. Elephant, while still 
being considered zezera, for their perceived desire to be close to humans, are seen as 
being more inzaninshumwe than cattle. 
Another important point regarding these pairs is that they are not necessarily 
bounded off from other pairs. Rather than being a set ordering of pairs, we see a 
matrix of contrasts (Strathem 1980: 177). Rather than content being important, it is the 
relationship between pairs that is seen as being important. Context therefore becomes 
important, particularly in regards to ideas of auspiciousness (litohonoro) and 
inauspiciousness (wushwamana). In the correct context the concealed category is seen 
as auspicious. In the incorrect context it becomes inauspicious. Thus both spirits and 
barwezi are considered shizikasi and inzaninshumwe. Spirits however are considered 
auspicious while barwezi are inauspicious. Spirits are situated in the context of the 
occult world. Barwezi are seen as operating in the occult world from the context of the 
empirical world. Barwezi- are thus out of their correct context. Rather than 
transcending contrasting pairs as the zifzakq do, barwezi subvert the pairs. Zinaka are 
able to deal with boundary crossing, i.e. between the empirical world and the occult 
world, through the spirits rather than through themselves. Herein lies the issue that the 
Mayeyi have with individuals, such as the mabivo, who claim to control the spirits, or 
do not require the help of spirits to enter the occult world. 
The same notion of gradation was evinced in the contrast of insider and 
outsider. This in turn informs the Mayeyi concerns of group identity. Certain outsiders 
to the Mayeyi group are seen as being closer than others. Thus, the example given was 
that of the Masubiya people who the Mayeyi claim are the most like them in terms of 
culture and spirituality. On the other hand the Mbilajwe people, a group associated 
with the Zambian Lozi, are seen as being the least like the Mayeyi. Due to the 
homologous relationships between sets of contrasts it is possible to see how the 
Mayeyi are wary of the Mbilajwe, while being considerably more open towards the 
Masubiya people. This was again made clear to me during the 2005 Mayeyi 
celebrations where the Masubiya were invited to send traditional dancers who spent a 
great deal of time entertaining the crowds along with the Mayeyi dancers. The insider 
versus outsider contrast mapped onto the cosmological framework of the Mayeyi, 
positions those who are considered far along the continuum towards outsider as being 
shizikasi, inzaninshumwe and kupisa, which would imply to the Mayeyi that the 
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outsider is potentially powerful and dangerous and also potentially amoral or immoral 
at worst. 
Writers on globalisation tend to point toward the apparent paradox that, 
while the world is seen as gradually homogenising, there are increased assertions of 
heterogeneity (Hanison 1999:1 0; Friedman 1994; Meyer & Geschiere 1999). The 
Caprivi Strip is an example of this phenomenon where small-scale groups are 
stressing their ' ethnic', ' cultural' or 'traditional' identity, seeing themselves as being 
separate and definable to those other groups around them. Added to this is a particular 
way in which neighbouring groups are perceived, at least by the Mayeyi, according to 
a cosmological schema that situates insiders versus outsiders, 'us' versus ' them'. 
The cosmological schema of the Mayeyi is however, also prone to 
contradictions and ambiguities. The other aspect is that relationships between 
contrasting pairs can be transcended. In Chapter Four I described an all-night-
drumming (shiumbo) where the conect order and relationship of things (contrasting 
pairs) had been subverted (e.g. kututora made kupisa). To re-order the world, spirit 
possession is invoked; contrasting pairs are highlighted, transcended and reconstituted 
in their conect patterning. Here spirit possession becomes important as it is the 
connection between the empirical world and the occult world. The occult world is a 
reflection ofthe cosmology ofthe Mayeyi, and of the empirical world. By re-ordering 
the cosmology through the occult world, tensions within the empirical world can also 
be repaired. Thus re-ordering the cosmology that has been subverted by witchcraft 
attacks through the occult and the spirits, can repair social order and tension between 
lineage groups, or even individuals within a lineage group, thereby reaffirming group 
cohesiveness. In times of crisis, when the cosmological order seems out of kilter, the 
group comes together, affirming to themselves that "we are a group" . 
Complementarity between pairs of contrasts in the Mayeyi cosmology is also 
stressed. Thus there is no direct moral underpinning to the essential categories. That 
which is perceived as shizikasi is not essentially amoral, or even immoral. Because of 
the potential power associated with that which is shizikasi, it has the potential to be 
used in an immoral or amoral manner. What is stressed is the subversion of the 
cosmological order is amoral or even immoraL 
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8.4 The structural view of modernity 
Since the structuralism espoused through this dissertation is concerned with the 
relationships between categories, rather than with the content of the categories, there 
is room for change. The schema that the Mayeyi apply to both the occult world and 
the empirical world is about how things operate in relation to each other. In Chapter 
Seven it was shown that the relationship between insider and outsider is a central 
conceptual relationship in the Mayeyi cosmology. By viewing changes in society and 
the world according to dualistic relationships, the Mayeyi are able to make sense of 
the world, as well as of change within it. 
If the cosmology of the Mayeyi is about relationships, it shows how modernity 
can also be seen in tern1s of its homologous sets of relations. Thus we have a way of 
seeing modernity through the cosmology of the Mayeyi people. Here is where the 
modernity orientated analysis of witchcraft and structuralism interweave. A 
cosmology is not concrete a.nd static. It changes with time anq in relation to new 
ideas. By viewing Mayeyi cosmology in terms of the relationship between ideas, 
rather than as the ideas themselves, and by bringing the possibility of dealing with the 
outside world and with change through the insider - outsider contrast, a structuralist 
perspective on Mayeyi cosmology gains a diachronic dynamism that structuralism is 
not usually considered to have. 
If modernity can be viewed in the schema that the Mayeyi perceive the world 
through, it means that it can also be incorporated and understood in indigenous terms. 
Modernity would be placed along with shizikasi, inzaninshumwe and kupisa. It is no 
surprise then that the Mayeyi speak of development and politicians (which they see as 
being inexorably linked to development) as being 'hot'. Thus modernity can be 
understood and operated within, if not necessarily controlled. The idea of controlling 
'modernity' is not important to the Mayeyi schema. Rather, what is important is the 
means to operate within modernity through the careful transcendence and 
reconstitution of relationships. 
This thesis has argued that the modernity orientated analysis of witchcraft and 
the occult, is inadequate for understanding witchcraft and spirit possession belief and 
practice. It argues for a cosmologically based approach in better understanding these 
phenomena. A cosmologically based approach not only accommodates the concerns 
of the contemporary situation, but is also able to accommodate the concerns of the 
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post-colonial analysts with their emphasis on rupture by addressing these concerns in 
a more comprehensive fashion than the meta-narrative of modernity is capable of. The 
intention is not to reject the modernity orientated analysis, but rather to show that the 
concerns highlighted by the 'malcontents of modernity' approach relate to limited 
aspects of the occult world. Those concerns can in fact be more effectively 
understood if the analyst studies the occult in a more comprehensive fashion, by 
considering both spirit possession and witchcraft and the links that tie them together, 
in terms ofthe underlying 'grammar' ofthe local cosmology. 
Fig 8.1: All-night drumming near Malengalenga Village area 
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APPENDIX A 
Chronology of Mafwe Chiefs from Simata Mamili onwards 
- Compiled from information from the Chronolgy ofNamibia, Dierks, K. (2005) 
Simata Mamili 
1864-1914 
*Mamili is the honourific title by King 
Lewanika to Simata. It is maintained by the 
descendents that follow, although an election is 
held to determine who will hold the title 
Lifasi Simata Mamili 
1914-1931 
Simata Lifasi Mamili 
1931-1944 
Simasiku Simata Mamili 
1944-1971 
Richard Muhinda Mamili 
1971-1987 
Bebi Boniface Mamili 
1987-1999 
*exhiled to Denmarck 
George Simasiku Mamili 
1999-
*resides in present-day 
Linyanti Village 
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APPENDIXB 
Mayeyi Genealogy of leaders 
Compiled through interviews with the Mayeyi central khuta 
Matsaratsara c. 1780s 
Led the Mayeyi people from Hankuyu 
in present-day Botswana through the 
Mababe depression and the Savuti 
Channel 
I 
Haxqaru - c. 1800s 
Led the Mayeyi further north to settle 
below the Linyanti River, still in 
present-day Botswana 
I 
Kuratau- c. 1840s 
The first Mayeyi chief in Diyeyi. 
Assisted the Makololo Chief Sebituane 
across the Linyabti River and was 
killed for his efforts. 
I 
??? 
Period under the reign 
of the Makololo 
L 
Sifu c. 1920s 
There is some confusion among many of the Mayeyi 
as to the chronology or genealogy of the chiefs of the 
Mayeyi. From the defeat of the Makololo until the 
1990s any 'chief would have been an induna, if that, 
in the Mafwe khuta in Linyanti Village. Mayeyi 
informants stress that they had no political rights 
under the Mafwe people 
Shinyeha c. 1930s 
Period of having 
no chief. 
Hamabara c. late 
1 ---- 1930s-1946 
~~--------' 
Boniface Shufu 
1993 - present day 
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APPENDIXC 
I C era ft t db ·- k · th n· cases recoun e )y zma am e I) ey1 region 
Diviner and Sex of Sex of Status Status Age of Age of Reason Relation- other Case of of residence" victim Murwezl 
victim Murwezi victim Murwezi for attack ship comments 
1 I c) Poor Middle ? ? Dislike ? 
2 .J.. I G ~ Wealthy Wealthy ? ? group . 
3 I ~ 0 Poor Wealthy ? ? anger F 0 
li'iaka 1 . ' 
(Nongosi) 4 t c 0 Middle Poor ? ? Jealousy MBS 
5 I ::-' group Poor na ? ? accident 
6 I 0 group Poor na ? 8 accident 
7 t ~ Poor Poor ? ? hatred/or FB 0 muti 
8 t 0 u group Wealthy Middle ? ? Jealousy 
lflaka 2 r] 9 t ~ ~ Middle Middle middle old dislike+ FZ argue (Sangwali) ? 
10 t 0 0 Poor Wealthy ? (possibly arbitrary or FBS 
older) muti 
lnaka3 ¥ 11 I 0 ~ Middle Poor old old muti ? 
(Samudono) 12 t 0 '-' Wealthy ? old middle testing BS 
Instrument not a 13 ., v 0 Middle Wealthy middle ? al B proper 
murwezi. 
lflaka 4 .j' 14 I Q (.., Middle Poor old old muti B 
(Saumudono + 15 I u 0 wealthy middle old muti FF 
Malengalenga) another 
iflaka 
16 t c ? Middle ? old ? ? ? divine, 
could not 
tell 
tnaka 5 'f. 17 I Q Q Middle Middle middle middle dislike na co-wife (Samudono) 
18 ? <j> 0 Middle Wealthy young old jealousy+ FB malice 
brother by 
Uiaka 6 ,; 
self- same 
19 I Q ' Poor Wealthy middle young enrichment B father, 0 (Samudono + I muti different 
Katima Mulilo) mother 
20 t ~ ( ' Poor Wealthy middle old enjoyment B 
21 I 6 Middle Middle middle old Relief F to ward off 0 a curse 
22 I . Middle Poor old old jealousy FB c.. I.J 
/iiaka 7 3 23 t (; a (Malengalenga) Wealthy wealthy old old 
argue COUSinS (land) 
Mafwe married 24 t Middle was middle old jealousy FB to Yeyl 0 0 wealthy 
25 .J.. I G c + <j> Middle Poor middle middle jealousy . 
26 I ~ Poor Wealthy Middle old instrument z 0 al 
27 I . ' Wealthy v. old old instrument v u Wealthy al COUSinS 
li'iaka 7 c 28 I <j> Wealthy Poor middle old instrument FB (Malengalenga) v al 
Mafwe but Not 
living in Diyeyi actually a 
29 t 0 a Poor Wealthy middle middle revenge MBS murwezi, justified 
through 
iflaka. 
t Christian (Denomination of victim) 
I Non-Christian (Denomination of victim) 
Instances of matriline witchcraft 
"Other ziiiaka were also interviewd. These cases were cases that dealt with witchcraft in the period of roughly 18 months. The 
rest of the ziiiaka were shirubi and injira adepts who dealt with cases of spirit induced affliction rather than witchcraft. 
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Babafumu 
Babahungwe 
Barwezi 
Basangu 
Bazumu 
Bindele 
Buwezi 
Enguwo 
lbatilishanyena 
Imp indo 
lnaka (sing.), Zifzaka (pl) 
lnduna 
lngambela 
Ifzombe 
lnzaninshumwe 
Kalirozi (also ltoro) 
Khuta 
Kumuzi 
Kupanga 
Kupisa 
Kutotura 
Lihamba (sing.), Mahamba (pl) 
Likwaba 
Limbo 
Litohonoro 
Livu 
Liwuyu 
Lwanga 
Mabivo 
Madeamon (also eghosti) 
Majowo 
Makombe 
Makua 
Masuku 
Mizimu 
Mokoro 
Mopini 
Moshitu Deomonl Deamon 
Muba 
Mucalela 
Glossary 
GLOSSARY 
- Royal Family 
- Those who are poor [do not hold land] 
- Witches (plural) 
-Spirits oftraditiona1 healers (Gwembe 
Tonga) 
- Ancestral Spirits 
-European, white person (Luvale) 
-The act of bewitching, or projecting 
magic against another individual 
-Human skin 
- Those who hold [land] 
-Whistle 
- Traditional healer 
- Village headman 
- Second in command to the chief 
-Cattle 
- Distant from humans (wild) 
-Magic gun 
- Traditional council/court 
-Village space 
-To heal 
-To make hot (pisa - hot) 
- To make cold (totura - cold) 
- Specific Ancestral Spirits (Lozi) 
-projected magic, similar to magic gun 
- Place where people have lived 
- Lucky (bringing good luck) 
- Empirical world 
-Baobab Tree (Adansonia digitata) 
- Tenible Fight 
- Magician/Sorcerer 
- Spirit sent by witch to torment victim 
-Naming ceremony 
- Traditional dancing regalia and 
equipment 
-White person/ European 
-Night 
-Lineage Ancestors (Gwembe Tonga) 
- Dugout canoe 
- Haft of an axe. Also a divining tool 
- SiLozi word for shirubi (also njangula) 
- Possession illness given by the 
njangula spirit (Lozi) 
- Magic Traps set by witches (Lozi) 
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Mukishi 
Mukuwa 
Mukwina 
Muloi (sing.), Baloi (pl) 
Mupopo 
Murwezi (sing.), Barwezi (pi) 
Mushikati 
Mutara 
Muti 
Muyaruke 
Muzazi 
Muzi 
Mwinshumwe 
Shirubi 
Shirumba 
Shitono 
Shipungu 
Shiumbo 
Shizikasi 
Umbwaba 
Umpuru 
Umushi (sing.) Zimushi (pl) 
Umutu 
Undavo 
Unjovu 
Unsa 
Unshuru 
Uwurutwa 
Wushwamana 
Zerera 
Zimbe 
Glossary 
- General category of ancestral spirits 
(Lozi) 
- European, white person (Lozi) 
- Magic Traps set by witches (ShiY eyi) 
- Witch (Lozi) 
-Wind 
-Witch 
-Day 
-Courtyard 
- A common Southern African word for 
traditional and magical medicines. In 
ShiYeyi also the word for 'tree', or 
'plant' 
- Possession illness given by the shirubi 
spirit 
- Someone who is open or friendly 
- Place where people live 
-Forest 
-Amoral forest spirit (Njangula in 
SiLozi) 
-cannot be seen (ghost) 
- Maize pounding pot 
- Bateleur Eagle 
-Drumming (described as an all-night 
drumming in the text) 
- Someone who is in isolation (secretive) 
-Jackal 
-Hyena 
- Maize pounding stick 
-Person 
-Lion 
-Elephant 
- Duiker 
- Rabbit/Hare 
-Baboon 
- Unlucky (bring bad luck) 
-Close to humans (tame) 
-Divining tool 
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